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Upon his return from the Holy Land in 1223, Cardinal Giovanni Colonna (d. 1245) donated a portion of the column of the Flagellation to his titular church of Santa Prassede (Figure 1).​[1]​ The first member of the Colonna family to be elevated to the office of Cardinal, he was given this appointment in 1217 during the Pontificate of Innocent III.​[2]​ Although at this time the family was still climbing the social ranks of medieval Rome, by the end of the 13th century it would be one of the most powerful in the city, on par with the Orsini family. However, this donation by Cardinal Giovanni Colonna serves as an important starting point for ecclesiastic donations made by the family. An obvious act of propaganda for the family, the relic not only enhanced the popularity of the church in which it was kept, but it also aggrandized the family with which it was eponymously associated.  
More than fifty years later, Cardinals Jacopo and Pietro Colonna, closely allied with Pope Nicholas IV, became two of the most important patrons of Santa Maria Maggiore. Their patronage drastically altered the plan of the basilica, adding a transept, and provided it with new decorations on both its interior and exterior. 
This study will examine the roles of Cardinals Jacopo and Pietro Colonna at Santa Maria Maggiore, paying particular attention to how these commissions were related to the relics, miracles and feasts of the basilica. While scholars have acknowledged that the decorative programs of the basilica refer to these three things, this study will differ from previous ones, in that the relics, miracles, and feasts will be taken as a point of departure for considering the Colonna Cardinals’ entire known artistic patronage at the basilica. It hopes to explain how the Colonna were able to associate themselves with the relics, miracles, and feasts of the basilica and which purposes these associations served, to clarify how these commissions contributed to Santa Maria Maggiore becoming “Colonna” territory, and to understand why Jacopo and Pietro Colonna favored this basilica above the other religious sites with which they were also associated.  
Rome in the Middle Ages was one of the three major pilgrimage sites of the Christian world.​[3]​ The importance of the relics in Rome, both for their religious value and the pilgrimage revenues they brought in, cannot be underestimated. Therefore, the ability to control these relics- and concomitantly the churches that housed them- was an important expression of the power of an individual or family in medieval Rome.   
The impressive collection of relics held at Santa Maria Maggiore, its rank as a patriarchal basilica of Rome, and the notable patronage undertaken there throughout its history, has resulted in the production of a great amount of literature on the basilica over the centuries. The first comprehensive study of the history of Santa Maria Maggiore was published in 1621 by Paulo de Angelis.​[4]​ Entitled Basilicae S. Mariae maioris de urbe a Liberio papa I usque ad Paulum V Pont. Max, descriptio et delineato, this publication is a starting point for researchers because of its inclusion of no longer surviving material and the breadth of its coverage. Also helpful, but less accessible is Giuseppe Bianchini’s Notizie storiche relative alla fabbrica di Santa Maria Maggiore, which dates to the 18th century, and is conserved in Rome’s Biblioteca Vallicelliana.​[5]​
Modern scholarship on the basilica in relation to the Colonna family is vast.  While the mosaics of the basilica have attracted scholars since the 19th century,​[6]​ perhaps the most important publication, at least in relation to the present study, is Julian Gardner’s article “Pope Nicholas IV and the decoration of Santa Maria Maggiore,”​[7]​ which treats the late 13th and early 14th century renovations of the basilica with close attention to style and chronology. The majority of scholarship focuses on these two issues when the patronage of the Colonna is considered.
On the Colonna family in general are a number of important works. Dating to the early 20th century are the studies of Ludwig Mohler, Die Kardinäle Jakob und Peter Colonna : ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des Zeitalters Bonifaz' VIII,​[8]​ and Richard Neumann, Die Colonna und ihre  Politik von der zeit Nikolaus IV bis zum Abzuge Ludwigs des Bayers aus Rom (1288-1328).​[9]​ More recent studies have revised the interpretations of these older studies. Several of the more important studies undertaken in the past decades include that of Andreas Rehberg, Kirche und Macht im römischen Trecento : die Colonna und ihre Klientel auf dem kurialen Pfründenmarkt (1278 - 1378),​[10]​ Sandro Carocci’s Baroni de Roma, Dominazioni signorili e lignaggi aristocratici nel Dugento e nel primo Trecento,​[11]​ and Serena Romano’s chapter “I Colonna a Roma: 1288-1297.”​[12]​
The present study will be limited to the patronage of Cardinals Jacopo and Pietro Colonna for several reasons. First, it is clear that they acted as co-patrons for at least one major commission, the façade mosaics. Omitting Pietro would obscure an important aspect of how Jacopo acted as patron, and the various roles that multiple donors could assume in any given donation. Likewise, the patronage of the two Cardinals cannot be easily separated from the patronage of Pope Nicholas IV; their respective roles and how they worked together in the various commissions will be considered.
Second, their life spans provide an ample time frame.  Jacopo Colonna was Archpriest of Santa Maria Maggiore from at least 1288​[13]​ until his death in 1318, with a brief intermission during their disgrace associated with the Pontificate of Boniface VIII.​[14]​ Upon the death of Cardinal Jacopo the position was assumed by Pietro Colonna, who held it until his death in 1326. 
Finally, although other family members made donations to the basilica beyond this time period, including these donations would result in too large a focus for the confines of this study.
By approaching the patronage of the Cardinals Jacopo and Pietro Colonna at Santa Maria Maggiore in relation to the relics, miracles and feasts of the basilica, it is hoped that the problems of attribution and style can be circumnavigated. Past scholars studying the patronage of the Colonna at Santa Maria Maggiore have tended to focus on the more formal aspects of the surviving works, attempting to attribute the various parts to various artists. The focus of this study will hopefully allow for more attention to the contemporary receptions and interpretations of the images and objects, providing a less anachronistic analysis of their functions as religious objects and images, as opposed to ‘works of art’.
These analyses will, in turn, help to illuminate Santa Maria Maggiore’s role not only as a major center of religious devotion in Rome, but also as an important site at which the competition between Rome’s baronial families for control of the city’s churches and relics was played out. This competition is typically seen as existing between the basilicas of San Pietro in Vaticano and San Giovanni in Laterano; by adding Santa Maria Maggiore to this list, one can obtain a better understanding of the relationships between the families, the reasons for this competition, and how the most powerful families of Rome interacted with one another on the religious stage. 
The Origins and Early History of the Colonna Family 	 
The first known instance in which a member of the Colonna family is documented occurs in 1099, in a document related to the election of Paschal II. The document states that one “Petrus de Columpna” has offered his support for the future pontiff in exchange for the promise of money and land.​[15]​ In the ensuing years, Petrus appears to have taken control of the territory of Cave. Meanwhile, he came to odds with Pope Paschal II, and although defeated in this incursion with the pontiff, obtained the territories of Zagarolo and Colonna. In 1108 he led, with Tolomeo di Tuscolo, a revolt in which the territory of Palestrina, among other territories, was taken from the control of the church. This is the first known instance in which a member of the Colonna family is documented in connection to the territory of Palestrina, which will be closely associated with the family in later years. It is most likely that at this time Palestrina became the property of Petrus; it was surely his during the reign of Pope Honorius II (1124-30).​[16]​
Family legend claims descendance from the Counts of Tusculum.​[17]​ As Sandro Carocci has recently shown, this is highly probable. It is likely that this Petrus was a member of the Tuscoloni family, as not only does he appear with them in contemporary events and documents, but he also appears to have connections with them through the properties they owned. First, in the above-mentioned document of 1099 related to the election of Paschal II, land and money are promised to Petrus, Gregorio di Tuscolo, and his son, Tolomeo. Second, Petrus and Tolomeo acted together in a revolt against the church in the first decade of the 12th century. Third, a document of 1151 reveals that the territory of Tuscolo had been divided: half of it was owned by Oddone, the son of Petrus, and the other half was owned by the sons of Tolomeo. Finally, Petrus also exchanged land with a member of the di Tuscolo clan. Carocci therefore argues that because of these connections, Petrus was the brother of Tolomeo I, who was the father of the Tolomeo who was recorded in the above-mentioned document of 1151.​[18]​
Not much information is known about Petrus’ son, Oddone. Upon the death of his father in 1151, he served as head of the family. The territorial holdings of the family at this point in time included Palestrina, Zagarolo, Colonna, and Trevi.​[19]​  
More information is known about Oddone’s son, Giovanni, who was appointed Cardinal of Santa Prassede in 1217 by Innocent III. From 1216-1222 he served in Constantinople as a Papal Legate.​[20]​ He returned with the relic of the supposed Column of the Flagellation, which he donated to his titular church (Figure 1).​[21]​ It was during his lifetime that the Colonna family acquired more land and established their presence in Rome, where they controlled the Mausoleum of Augustus and Monte Citorio.  Members of the family also served as Senators of Rome.​[22]​
Cardinal Giovanni died in 1252. Up to this point, the family existed in one unit. It is after his death, and the accompanying division of the family’s territory, that different branches of the family emerged. Giovanni’s two brothers, Giordano and Oddone, along with their sons, arranged the division of the land. Oddone’s son, Pietro, received the territories of Gallicano, S. Giovanni in Campo Orazio, and S. Cesareo; it is this branch of the family that formed the Gallicano line. The Colonna di Gallicano line is seen as the least important branch of the family.​[23]​
Giordano’s son, who was also named Oddone, received the territories of Palestrina with the Monte and La Rocca, Zagarolo, Colonna, Capranica, Pretaporci, and family rights to S. Vito, Monte Manno, Castel Nuovo, and Pisoniano. He additionally inherited the rights to Olevano and Genazzano, which seemed to have been the property of his father. It is this branch of the family that formed the Colonna di Palestrina line. The Palestrina branch is the principal branch of the family; it produced the two Cardinals, Jacopo and Pietro, who are the subject of this study, in addition to Senator Giovanni Colonna.​[24]​
The Palestrina line of the family divided after the death of Oddone di Giordano in 1257. This third branch was known as the Colonna di Genazzano; members of this family served as Senators and in other notable positions: Nicholas IV appointed Stefano Count of Romagna in 1289.​[25]​ The fourth and final branch of the family, known as the Colonna di Riofreddo, did not form until the beginning of the 1300’s.​[26]​  
	One final point in the history of the Colonna family should be mentioned, and that is the origin of their name. Although the exact reason for the use of “Colonna” is uncertain, there are two possible sources, both relating to the territorial possessions of the family. The first is from their countryside holdings, one of which was named Colonna, and was mentioned above. The second is from the city of Rome itself; their home was located near the Column of Trajan.​[27]​ The name was used increasingly throughout the course of the 13th century,​[28]​ and was clearly already associated with the family in 1223, when Cardinal Giovanni donated the Column of the Flagellation to Santa Prassede. Their name is clearly referenced in their coat of arms, which consisted of a red shield in which was located a silver column with a gold base and gold capital; the column was surmounted by a crown (Figure 2).​[29]​ 
The Relationship with Nicholas IV
	Towards the end of the 13th century, the Colonna quickly rose to a position of dominance in the city,​[30]​ on par with that of the Orsini, their legendary rivals.​[31]​ Closely allied with Girolamo d’Ascoli, the future Pope Nicholas IV, the family received a number of important appointments upon his election to the throne of St. Peter on 22 February 1288.​[32]​ These appointments further raised the profile of the family in the city.
The most notable of these appointments were Pietro Colonna’s nomination as Cardinal Deacon of Sant’Eustachio on 16 May 1288, ​[33]​ and those given to Giovanni Colonna. Giovanni was named Chancellor of the March of Ancona on 27 June 1288, a post that he held until the middle of 1291. However, he left this position to his son, Agapito, in April of 1290, who had been appointed Vicar. In July of 1290 Giovanni was named sole Senator of Rome.​[34]​ Additionally, Stefano il Vecchio was named Vicar of Ascoli Piceno, the hometown of Nicholas IV, in 1288, and in the following year was named Chancellor of Romagna.​[35]​
	It is clear from these appointments that a close relationship existed between the pontiff and the Colonna family. However, it is not clear why this relationship existed. Scholars have suggested it resulted from favors the Colonna had done for Girolamo before he became Pope, such as providing definitive support for this election, or it may have existed because of a spiritual affinity between the two parties.​[36]​
Regardless, the close relationship was noted by contemporaries, prompting one observer to design a cartoon satirizing the relationship. In this drawing, Nicholas IV is enclosed in a column, with only his mitered head visible. Two other columns accompany this central one, most likely referring to Cardinals Jacopo and Pietro. A bird, holding a nest in its beak, sat on the head of one. In this nest was the head of an aged cleric. An inscription accompanying the scene read: “Nicholas IV. Confusion. Errors will be stirred up.”​[37]​ 
However these may be defined, whether this opinion reflects that of the majority of contemporaries is unknown, though this impression has been revised recently by Giulia Barone.​[38]​ The need for revision becomes evident when the origins of the relationship are reconsidered, and when Nicholas IV’s actions as Pontiff towards the Colonna are viewed in the context of his other actions, and those of previous Pontiffs. It then becomes clear that their relationship cannot be characterized solely by Nicholas IV’s dependence on the Colonna.  
 	As Barone has shown, determining when and for which reasons the first contact was established between the Colonna and Girolamo d’Ascoli is problematic. There are two possible situations in which this could have occurred, both sometime around the middle of the century. It is possible that the Colonna and Girolamo met either during Girolamo’s periods of study in Rome, or during the time he spent in Bologna. The Colonna were obviously already established in Rome. They also owned a house in Bologna, where Jacopo Colonna also studied in the middle of the century.​[39]​ However, due to a lack of documentation, a meeting at this point cannot be confirmed.
	By 1273-1274 contacts had surely been established between the Colonna and Girolamo. It was at this time that Margherita Colonna, the sister of Jacopo and Giovanni, decided to pursue the religious life, and wanted to join the “Clarisse”, or the Order of St. Claire, which was founded by Sts. Francis and Claire in 1212. At this time, it is likely that Girolamo was the Minister General of the Franciscan Order, and it was to him that the Colonna applied for permission.​[40]​
	On 12 March 1278, Pope Nicholas III Orsini appointed Girolamo d’Ascoli Cardinal Priest of Santa Pudenziana.​[41]​ It was also at this time that Jacopo Colonna became Cardinal Deacon of Santa Maria in Via Lata. Giulia Barone has advised against viewing Girolamo’s elevation to Cardinal as resulting from his connections to the Colonna family, as prior to his election, Pope Nicholas III had been Cardinal Protector of the Franciscan Order. It is likely that during this time he had become familiar with Girolamo, then Minister General of the Order.​[42]​ Therefore, this was the probable connection that facilitated his appointment as Cardinal, rather than his relationship with the Colonna.
	Five years later, in 1283, Girolamo obtained the Cardinal-Bishopric of Palestrina from Pope Martin IV.​[43]​ This is significant in that Palestrina was Colonna territory; Gardner has seen this promotion as being a result of his alliance with the Colonna.​[44]​ As Cardinal Bishop of Palestrina he intervened in conflicts twice on behalf of the Colonna. The first intervention occurred in 1285, when Girolamo was behind the approval of the transfer of the now defunct Margherita Colonna’s religious colony from Palestrina to San Silvestro in Capite, in Rome.​[45]​ The second concerned a feud between the Genazzano and Palestrina lines of the Colonna family. Girolamo suggested a marriage between the two branches to ease tensions.​[46]​
	In February of 1288, Girolamo was elected Pope. Scholars have assumed that he was elected to this position because of the support he received from the Colonna, though Giulia Barone has rightly pointed out that this is probably not fully justified. Girolamo was elected after a ten-month conclave during which six Cardinals died.​[47]​ Therefore, at the time of his election, the College of Cardinals was composed of ten Cardinals: Bernardo di Languissel and Giovanni Chloet (both French), Matteo Rosso Orsini, Jacopo Colonna, Benedetto Caetani, and Giovanni Boccamazza (all members of Roman aristocratic families), Latino Malabranca (of the Order of the Preachers (Dominicans), but also of an important Roman family), Girolamo d’Ascoli and Bentivegna Bentivegni (both Franciscans), and finally Cardinal Bianchi. Hence, the election of a Franciscan was probably seen as a safe compromise between the Roman families and the French. Additionally, although traditionally viewed as enemies of the Colonna, the Orsini probably would have supported this candidate as well, considering Nicholas III Orsini elevated Girolamo to the Sacred College in the first place.​[48]​ Seen in this light, it is not difficult to understand his unanimous election, nor is it necessary to assume the Colonna were responsible for it.    
	As pontiff, Nicholas IV did confer a number of important positions on the Colonna family. These have already been described above. Nonetheless, Nicholas IV astutely attempted to maintain the balance of power among Rome’s leading families. This was an example set by Nicholas III Orsini, in which parity among not only the representatives of Rome’s leading families, but also among representatives of religious orders, was preserved in the Sacred College. It stemmed from the realization by the Popes that the autonomy of the Papacy was dependent upon no one family or group assuming too much power. Therefore, strategic appointments were made in order to maintain an equilibrium: Nicholas III Orsini appointed a member of his family, Giordano Orsini, and Jacopo of the ‘rival’ Colonna’s to the Sacred College; Nicholas IV also appointed one member from each family: Napoleone Orsini and a Pietro Colonna. This balance was also kept in regards to member of Mendicant Orders; during the reigns of both Nicholas III and Nicholas IV there were two Dominicans and two Franciscans in the Sacred College. Likewise, this rule was also generally followed in appointing Senators, though Nicholas IV did stray from this in appointing Giovanni Colonna as sole Senator in July of 1290.​[49]​ Preventing any one family or group from assuming power over the others, a state of equilibrium was attempted so that the Papacy could remain a relatively independent entity.
	When all of this information is considered, the relationship between Nicholas IV deserves revision. Nicholas IV’s adept handling of nominations to the Sacred College, which followed the precedence of past Popes, lessens the impact of the apparent nepotism for the Colonna. A close connection between the two parties is evident in their interactions regardless, and contemporaries perceived this. It is probably more appropriate to describe their relationship as one of mutually beneficial exchanges,​[50]​ in which both parties were reliant to some degree upon one another for their successes. However, it is difficult as a modern scholar to attempt to understand fully a relationship of this type; our evidence consists of only what history has preserved for us. Moreover, even when documentation exists, information on any tacit agreements, which surely existed, is speculative. Nonetheless, it is still necessary to attempt to understand this relationship between Nicholas IV and the Colonna, as it can inform our understanding of their joint patronage in Santa Maria Maggiore.   
The Feud with Boniface VIII
	After the death of Nicholas IV on 4 April 1292, the papal throne remained vacant for over two years. On 5 July 1294, Pietro da Morrone was elected, and took the name Celestine V. He abdicated the throne a short time later, in December of 1294. Benedetto Caetani then ascended the throne on 24 December 1294 as Boniface VIII. It has been suggested that the Colonna first supported Celestine V’s abdication, and also eventually voted for Benedetto Caetani.​[51]​ Regardless of any initial support, relations between the Colonna and the new pontiff soon deteriorated.
	On 28 April 1292, administration of the family was conferred on Cardinal Jacopo; this was established by contract. Cardinal Jacopo Colonna then disinherited his brothers of their estate, choosing to pass the inheritance to his nephews, which included Cardinal Pietro Colonna. Cardinal Jacopo’s brothers appealed to him to return the rights, and eventually Pope Boniface VIII intervened, ordering Cardinal Jacopo to comply with his brothers’ wishes. Cardinal Jacopo did not obey the demands of Boniface VIII, and from this point in time the two Colonna Cardinals did not frequent the Lateran. They also received the envoys of Frederick of Sicily, an unspoken challenge to the authority of the Pope.​[52]​
	The relationship between the Colonna and Pope Boniface VIII further deteriorated on 3 May 1297, when a nephew of Cardinal Jacopo, and Cardinal Pietro’s brother, Stefano Colonna, seized and took possession of a convoy traveling from Anagni to
Rome. This convoy was sent by the Pope’s nephew Pietro, and carried a papal treasure intended for territorial acquisitions.​[53]​
	The next day, Cardinals Jacopo and Pietro were called to the Pope, threatened with losing their membership in the Sacred College. They initially refused to obey, citing the tumult in Rome, but on 6 May they rejected Boniface VIII’s demands and went to their castello in Lunghezza. It was from here that four days later, on 10 May 1297, the Colonna Cardinals published a manifesto stating that the election of Boniface VIII was illegitimate, as Celestine V could not legally abdicate the throne. The manifesto also called for a General Council of the church to review the matter.​[54]​  
	Boniface VIII reacted immediately. The same day the manifesto was made public, he rescinded their titles of Cardinal. On 20 May, he denounced them as schismatic. By the end of the year, on 14 December 1297, Boniface VIII proclaimed a formal Crusade against the Colonna family. War eventually broke out between the pontiff and the family.​[55]​
	Boniface VIII died on 11 October 1303 and was succeeded by Benedict XI. However, his death did not immediately reverse the fortune of the Colonna family. On 23 December 1303, Benedict XI revoked some of Boniface VIII’s condemnations of the family, ending their excommunication. Nonetheless, the family was still deprived of their titles, benefices, properties, and rights. The two Colonna Cardinals appealed to Philip IV of France- to no avail.​[56]​
	It was only on 14-15 December 1305 that Jacopo and Pietro were reinstated as Cardinals by Clement V, though these titles were not connected to any churches. On 2 February 1306 the Colonna Cardinals were once again eligible for election to the papacy.  Concessions continued under Clement V. On the same day Cardinal Jacopo was given the rights to the house of San Pietro in Perugia, and returned to his position of Archpriest of Santa Maria Maggiore, though this was granted provisionally, and only confirmed much later on 5 January 1312. Several days after Cardinal Jacopo was reinstated at Santa Maria Maggiore, Cardinal Pietro was made Archpriest of the Lateran. The Cardinals also received a number of benefices, including Ravenna, Benevento, the seat of Nicosia, and others.​[57]​    
Cardinal Jacopo remained in Rome until September of 1310, when he is documented as registered with the Curia in Avignon.​[58]​ It is not clear at which point Pietro left for Avignon, though both Cardinals died there in 1318 and 1326, respectively.​[59]​ 
The Foundation and History of Santa Maria Maggiore	
	According to a medieval legend, the basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore was founded after a miraculous snowfall during the pontificate of Pope Liberius (352-367). The legend tells of a Roman patrician named John who, though married, did not have any children. A pious couple, John and his wife prayed to the Virgin Mary, seeking her guidance on how to invest their wealth. On the night of 5 August 352, the Virgin Mary appeared to both John the Patrician and Pope Liberius, directing them to construct a temple dedicated to her, as at that time there wasn’t one in Rome. The next morning, they discovered that the Esquiline Hill was covered in snow, despite the heat of August. The basilica, claiming to be the first in Rome dedicated to the Virgin Mary, was built over the area on which the snow had miraculously fallen.​[60]​  
	Determining the actual foundation date of Santa Maria Maggiore is more problematic. The Liber Pontificalis does state that Pope Liberius constructed a basilica which was named after him. But whether this basilica can be identified with Santa Maria Maggiore is questionable. The various arguments hinge on the accuracy of the Liber Pontificalis. The evidence has been evaluated in the Corpus Basilicarum Christianarum Romae; this argument will be outlined here.​[61]​  
	The Liber Pontificalis, which dates to the sixth century or later, states that Pope Liberius (352-67) constructed a basilica which took his name. This basilica is described as being located “juxta macellum Liviae.” It is possible that this basilica had another appellation, that of Basilica Sicinini, due to the description of similar events occurring in each basilica. The Liber Pontificalis describes an uprising after the death of Pope Liberius, between the supporters of Pope Damaso and those of Ursinio, as occurring in the Liberian Basilica. A similar bloody massacre is described in another source as occurring at the Basilica Sicinini. It is therefore likely that the Liberian Basilica and the Basilica Sicinini were the same basilica, demonstrating that basilicas at this time could be identified by more than one name at this time, and underscoring the complications that may face a scholar when working in this time period.  
	The Liber Pontificalis, however, is not an infallible source. Its accuracy in this case is questioned when another source is considered. The Gesta Liberii, also of the 6th century, states that Pope Liberius constructed a basilica, which was located in the Vth region of the city. The Macellum Liviae, which the Liber Pontificalis stated was “juxta” the Liberian Basilica, was also located in the Vth region. The present location of Santa Maria Maggiore, however, would be in the IVth region, raising doubt as to whether Santa Maria Maggiore is the Liberian Basilica. However, this source is not always reliable either.
	The Liberian Basilica is mentioned in another part of the Liber Pontificalis, the part pertaining to Pope Sixtus III (432-40). The section, as translated in the Corpus Basilicarum, states that Sixtus III constructed a “basilica di Santa Maria che nei tempi antichi era chiamata la basilica di Liberio presso il mercato di Livia.” This would seem to confirm the connection between Santa Maria Maggiore and the Liberian Basilica, as the connection between Sixtus III and Santa Maria Maggiore is well established. However, due to political events during his pontificate, it is unlikely that Pope Liberius was able to build a structure the size of Santa Maria Maggiore. A possible explanation to this predicament was suggested in 1933 by Schuchert. It was at this time that excavations revealed the original apse of the basilica. Schuchert dated these remnants to earlier than the nave, suggesting that Liberius constructed a small structure, which was later amplified by Sixtus III.  
	Regardless of these findings, most scholars believe that the nave and apse of the basilica were constructed ex novo by Sixtus III, who also decorated the basilica. In order for this supposition to be tenable, the Liber Pontificalis must be considered incorrect; the statement that the basilica built by Sixtus III was called the Liberian basilica is an erroneous interpolation. Errors of this type are frequent in the Middle Ages, discrediting the Liber Pontificalis on this point is therefore not problematic. Furthermore, Santa Maria Maggiore is too far from the Macellum Liviae to warrant the use of the word “juxta.”  
Therefore, it is highly probable that the Liberian Basilica cannot be identified with Santa Maria Maggiore. It is likely that the “true” Liberian basilica is probably lost today.​[62]​ However, their equivalence was not questioned during the time period in which this study is concerned; Santa Maria Maggiore was the basilica built by Pope Liberius and John the Patrician on the site of the miraculous August snowfall. The association of Pope Liberius with Santa Maria Maggiore probably began sometime during the 12th century,​[63]​ and the Legend of the Snow probably developed around this time as well.​[64]​
	Once the connection between Santa Maria Maggiore and Pope Liberius is discredited, the basilica’s actual foundation can be considered. Unfortunately, determining this foundation is also problematic. What can be determined is that the entire early basilica dates between 400 and 430/40, and that all of the decorations were finished by the death of Pope Sixtus III.​[65]​ The construction of the basilica was probably begun by Celestine I, the predecessor of Sixtus III. Celestine I presided over the Council of Ephesus (431), which established as doctrine that Mary was the Bearer of God (Theotokos).​[66]​ This was the likely dedication of the early basilica.​[67]​
Regardless of the precise date of its foundation, it is necessary to trace the building history of Santa Maria Maggiore in order to better understand its appearance before the renovations done by Nicholas IV and Jacopo Colonna, and to understand how it has changed since then.
Beginning with the basilica of the fifth century, it is possible to get a fairly clear idea of the general appearance of the structure of the basilica at this time (Figure 3). This is because Santa Maria Maggiore is the only one of the patriarchal basilicas to retain a fairly close resemblance to its original state. The three naves of the basilica terminated at the apse, located in the Northwest end of the basilica. Mosaics from the time of Sixtus III remain today. Running the length of the main nave are mosaic scenes from the Old Testament; on the right (northern) side are scenes from the Lives of Moses and Joshua, and on the left are scenes from the Life of Abraham. The triumphal arch contains scenes of the Infancy of Christ. Despite the many changes to the basilica, these fifth century mosaics have remained.​[68]​  
The next major event for the basilica occurred sometime in the seventh century, when the relics of the Presepe (objects connected to the birth of Jesus) arrived. The Basilica is first referred to as Santa Maria ad Presepe during the reign of Pope Teodoro (642-9); and it is therefore believed that the arrival of the relics coincided with the conquering of Jerusalem and Bethlehem by the Arabs in 638. By the 8th century, a special chapel ‘quod praesepe dicitur’ is mentioned; it was located off of the right nave of the basilica (Figure 4).​[69]​  
A number of restorations were carried out on the basilica during the pontificates of Gregory III (731-41), Hadrian I (772-95), and Leo III (795-816). Clement III (1187-91), while still bishop of Palestrina, donated the palace next to the basilica, which he probably had constructed between 1181 and 1187.​[70]​  
After this point, it appears there were no major alterations to the basilica until the end of the 13th century, when Nicholas IV and the Colonna Cardinals dramatically altered the structure of the basilica. However, during this interval, a number of important donations were made to the basilica. During the pontificate of Eugene III (1145-53), Scoto, and his son Giovanni, of the Paparone family, donated the nave pavement. A portion of the floor included an image of their emblem (Figure 5).​[71]​ This family had strong ties to Santa Maria Maggiore; Rolando Paparone was Archpriest of the basilica in 1193, and the family had three houses in front of the basilica.​[72]​  
Additionally, Pope Alessandro III (1159-81) donated two ambos, which were located in the main nave at the distance of 16th pair of columns from the font entrance of the basilica, about three-quarters of the distance from the entrance to the Triumphal Arch.​[73]​ The ambos were distinct from the schola cantorum, as Krautheimer, and others have astutely observed.​[74]​ Still present in the 16th century when Panvinio wrote his description of the basilica, he described the ambos as “totus emblemate et tessellato opere lapidibus porphyreticis, serpentinus, granitus.”​[75]​ The ambos were removed in 1587.​[76]​ These ambos are sometimes confused with two ciboria that were also in the main nave.​[77]​ One should be aware that these two pulpits were distinct from the two ciboria (Figure 4).
Towards the end of the century, Pope Clement III (1187-1191), donated a new mensa for the high altar.​[78]​ This second mensa was placed directly over the previous one, which was donated by Paschal I (817-824).​[79]​  
 Two ciboria were also donated in the 13th century. The first, donated by the Senate and People of Rome, is known as the Altar of the Virgin (Figure 6).​[80]​ The ciborium contained a miraculous image of the Virgin and Child, today known as the Salus Populi Romani (Figure 7).  On the lower level the structure also contained an altar dedicated to St. Gregory. The date of this tabernacle is not firmly established, though de Blaauw dates it to 1300.​[81]​
The second ciborium dates to 1256, and is known as the Altar of the Relics, as it held a number of precious relics of the basilica (Figures 8). It was donated by Giovanni Capocci and his wife, Vinia. The donors and the date of the donation are recorded in an inscription: “IACOBUS IOANNIS CAPOCCII ET VINIA UXOR EIUS FECERUNT FIERI HOC OPUS PRO REDEMPTIVE ANIMARUM SUARUM ANNO DOMINI MCCLVI.”​[82]​ The Capocci were also important patrons of Santa Maria Maggiore in the late Middle Ages, holding the rights to three chapels there.​[83]​ A mosaic image once a part of this monument showed the couple kneeling before the Virgin and Child, who were accompanied by an angel (Figure 9).​[84]​  
Both ciboria were dismantled in the 18th century, probably during the restorations of Ferdinando Fuga.​[85]​ While it is unclear what happened to the Altar of the Virgin, Julian Gardner has traced the paths of the parts of the dismantled Altar of the Relics. The mosaic panel in which the donors are pictured is today in the church of San Michele at Vico (Lazio). Its four porphyry columns were incorporated into the Chapel of the Crucifix in Santa Maria Maggiore. Other parts made their way to England.​[86]​
Before their removal, both of the ciboria were located in the main nave at the distance of the 18th pair of columns from the front entrance (about six meters from the podium of the high altar). They were placed to the sides of the main nave, towards the columns, so as not to impede the view of the high altar from the entrance. The Altar of the Virgin and was placed on the southern side of the main nave, while the Altar of the Relics was on the northern side of the main nave, towards the Presepe Chapel. (Figure 4). Their appearance and location in the basilica was recorded by de Angelis (Figure 10), and Gardner has described a more accurate reconstruction of the Altar of the Relics as well.​[87]​    
	At the end of the 13th century, Nicholas IV and Jacopo Colonna, working together, renovated the basilica, altering its structure and providing it with new decorative programs on both its interior and exterior. The original apse was moved back 6 meters, allowing for the insertion of a transept.​[88]​ The new apse was decorated in mosaic and frescoes were begun in the transept and counter-façade. The exterior of the church was also decorated with mosaics, both on the façade and the exterior apse.​[89]​ Additionally, according to an early source that is cited by de Angelis but not named, the Colonna had four chapels in the four corners of the church (Figures 4, 11, and 12).​[90]​ 
	It was also under the auspices of Nicholas IV that the Presepe Chapel was renovated. Vasari records that the patron of the chapel was one Pandolfo di Pontecorvo, who was a canon of Santa Maria Maggiore; however, recent scholars have established that Nicholas IV was also responsible for this commission.​[91]​ Located off of the northern nave of the basilica, it was completed around 1290 by Arnolfo di Cambio, who renovated the space and sculpted figures for the Nativity scene. The figures of the Virgin and Child, the Three Kings, Joseph, and the ox and ass survive today, though the Virgin and Child have been reworked (Figures 4 and 13).​[92]​
	Towards the end of the 14th century Pope Gregory XI (1370-1378) renovated the bell tower.​[93]​ It was also at the end of this century that Canon Stefano Guaschi erected an altar in honor of St. Jerome.​[94]​ The altar was in the right nave of the basilica, just outside of the Presepe Chapel (Figure 4).​[95]​   
	The 15th century brought many changes to the basilica. Restorations were undertaken under Pope Eugenius IV (1431-1447); the documents related to these restorations refer to materials for the reparation of the roof.​[96]​ Cardinal Guillaume d’Estouteville’s patronage also changed the appearance of the basilica. As archpriest of the basilica from 1445-1484, his modifications included repairs to chapels, the donation of an organ, windows, and glass for the windows, a new bell and restorations to the bell tower, and he also restored the choir and its roof. Perhaps most important for this study are the renovations to the apse: two doors were added at this end of the basilica, which allowed entry from the rear of the building.​[97]​ This disrupted the previous arrangement of the chapels and tombs in this area, displacing at least one Colonna chapel.
	Changes continued in the 16th century. In 1510 the basilica received a new roof. The Sforza family constructed a family chapel in the left (southern) nave in 1564. Renovations to the choir were undertaken from 1562 to 1573. In 1575 Pope Gregory XIII had the portico rebuilt on the designs of Martino Longhi. Towards the end of the century, in 1593, Cardinal Pinelli restored the mosaics of the nave and apse.​[98]​  
	The addition of two large chapels off of the minor naves is credited with disrupting the early Christian harmony of the basilica. The Sistine Chapel and the Borghese Chapel were built in 1587and 1611, respectively. The former was built by Sixtus V and is located in the right (northern) nave, close to the former location of the Presepe Chapel, which this was constructed to replace. The Borghese Chapel, built by Pope Paul V, is located in the left (southern) nave.​[99]​ It houses the miraculous image of the Virgin and Child (Salus Populi Romani), which was previously located in the Altar of the Virgin in southern side of the central nave (Figures 7 and 14).
	Later in the 17th century, in 1673, the exterior apse was altered by Clement X (1670-6), covering the Colonna mosaics that had been there.​[100]​ Clement X also reinserted the figures of Sts. Francis of Assisi and Anthony of Padua into the interior apse mosaic, which were removed by Clement IX (1667-9) several years before. This removal and reinsertion explains the stylistic variance seen in these figures when compared to the others.​[101]​ 
  	In the 18th century, Benedict XIII (1724-30) restored the roof of the basilica and structurally renovated a number of the chapels. But it was under Benedict XIV (1740-58) that the basilica was drastically renovated. Entrusting Ferdinando Fuga with the task, the basilica was entirely restored: a new altar was made for the Canons, the steps to the apse were restored, repairs were made to the ceiling, the Cosmatesque pavement was redone, the columns of the nave were reworked and provided with new bases and capitals, the sculptures and mosaics were restored, and new seats were made for the choir. His restorations were not limited to the interior of the church; the façade was also altered (Figure 15).​[102]​ It was during this alteration of the façade that portions of the Colonna’s mosaic were destroyed, and the surviving portions were obscured by the new loggia set in place.​[103]​
	Finally, in the 19th century a new confessio was constructed before the high altar.​[104]​ This was the last major structural change to the basilica that has an effect on our understanding of its layout in the late 13th and early 14th centuries.
The Relics of Santa Maria Maggiore
A list of the relics held in the basilica, in the form of a mosaic, was once located in the apse. This list is traditionally dated to the late 13th century, and is today located in the last chapel on the right side of the southern aisle, near the rear door of the basilica (Figure 16). The portion of the mosaic pertaining to the relics kept in the basilica reads, “In hac sac. Basilica Corpora SS. Mattia Apostoli, Hieronymi Doctoris, Romule et Redemptae Virginum reconduntur: exterius vero servantur hae sacratissimae reliquae fideli populo certis temporibus demonstrandae. Puerperium, Cunabulum Domini de Legno Sancti cruces, de lacte virginis, de capillis ex vestimenti ipsius: caput B. Matthiae de Bracchio, cranio et cerebro S Thommae Cantuarien, de tibiis Sancti Cosmae et Damiani.  Bracchium Epaphrae discipuli Domini et multorum aliorum santorum, quorum nomina scripta sunt in libro vitae”.​[105]​
The term ‘relic’ will here be used not just for objects connected to saints, but also for objects or bodies of people strongly connected to the history of Santa Maria Maggiore, such as the bodies of Nicholas IV and John the Patrician. The number of relics that Santa Maria Maggiore possessed grew with the passage of the centuries. Therefore, the following summary of the relics of the basilica will only include those that subscribe to two criteria. First, they must have been present (or were believed to have been present) in the basilica during the 13th and 14th centuries. Second, they must have either had a connection to the Colonna in some way, or had a cult that enjoyed popularity at that time. Undoubtedly, a number of relics will have to be excluded from this survey. This is not to negate their importance; it is merely to be able to better handle the subject at hand.
The Relics of Christ’s Birth and Infancy
	The relics of the Presepe, or Nativity, arrived sometime in the 7th century, shortly after the fall of Jerusalem and Bethlehem. A special oratory was constructed in the basilica for the relic; it is first mentioned in the 8th century.​[106]​ There were three main relics associated with the Nativity of Christ: the presepio, the cunabulum, and the puerperium.
	 The presepio is typically defined as the stalla or mangiatoia of Christ.​[107]​ This relic was distinct from the cunabulum and puerperium, which are defined in an inventory drawn up during the pontificate of Martin V Colonna (1417-1431), by Niccolo Signorili, the Secretary of the Roman Senate. The section pertaining to these relics reads as follows, “…una cassa argenta longa, in qua sunt quinque petti ligni de cunabulo DNIC in quo iacet in sua puerita. Item una tabula argentea et smaltata ac pulchre ornate cum figuris sanctorum et Graecis litteris, in qua est puerperium quo Dominus noster Jesus Christus venit involutus tempore navitatis eius.” Therefore, the cunabulum was five pieces of wood in which Christ laid as a child; the puerperium was a sixth board and cloth in which Christ was wrapped when he was born.​[108]​  
	In the Middle Ages, the presepio was conserved in the Presepe Chapel, in the right (northern) nave of the basilica, while the cunabulum and puerperium were kept in the Altar of the Relics, in the northern side of the central nave.​[109]​ More specifically, the cunabulum was held in a silver reliquary donated by Cardinal Jacopo Colonna in 1289, which will be discussed below, and the puerperium was held in a reliquary donated by the Cancellaris family.​[110]​ Both relics are named in the mosaic list of relics.
Eventually, the presepio was moved to the chapel built by Sixtus V, and the cunabulum and puerperium were relocated to the Altar of the Virgin in 1611, which was renamed Altar of the Sacra Culla, after its new treasure.​[111]​ In 1606 Margaret of Austria donated a new reliquary that held both the cunabulum and puerperium. Liverani suggested that the previous reliquaries were lost in the Sack of Rome of 1527, which provided the opportunity for Margaret of Austria’s donation.​[112]​	 
St. Matthew
	The relics of St. Matthew the Apostle included his body and head. According to tradition, his remains were brought to Rome by Helen, though in actuality his veneration entered the Roman liturgical calendar in the 11th century.​[113]​ According to Adinolfi, St. Matthew’s relics were present at the time of Paschal I (817-824); this is based upon inscriptions on a reliquary found under the high altar.​[114]​  
Medieval authors located his remains at the high altar; they were actually in the confessio before the high altar. A porphyry slab in the confessio marks the spot where his relics are (or believed to be) preserved today.​[115]​ At the end of the 13th century, at least his body was located under the high altar. This important piece of information is obtained from the Monument to Cardinal Gonsalvus, which dates to 1299 (Figure 17). Here, the Cardinal is shown kneeling before the Virgin and Child. Flanking them are Sts. Matthew and Jerome, who hold scrolls revealing where their remains are located in the basilica. St. Matthew’s scroll reads, “Me tenet ara prior,” while that of St. Jerome reads, “recubo p(rae)sepis ad antru(m)”.​[116]​ Further confirmation of this location is obtained from Bianchini, who cites a 13th century inscription which states that the relics of St. Matthew were kept under the high altar.​[117]​  
St. Matthew’s head was located in the Altar of the Relics, though it is not clear when it was separated from his body. A catalog dating to circa 1300 lists the relics kept in the Altar of the Relics, which includes the head of St. Matthew, fragments of the True Cross, and the remains of Thomas of Canterbury, among others.​[118]​ De Blaauw states that these relics were kept in the Altar of the Relics from 1256, the date of its construction. He also states that these relics were shown to the people on certain days, though he does not specify when, nor the conditions in which they were displayed.​[119]​  
St. Jerome
	Like the relics of St. Matthew, the location of St. Jerome’s body in 1299 can be determined by the scroll the saint holds in the monument of Cardinal Gonsalvus (Figure 17). His scroll reads, “recubo p(rae)sepis ad antru(m).”​[120]​ The placement of St. Jerome’s body in proximity to the Presepe Chapel was meant to evoke his burial place in the Holy Land, where he was buried before the site of the Nativity, as attested by pilgrims to the site.​[121]​
	The arrival of St. Jerome’s body to Santa Maria Maggiore occurred towards the end of the 13th century. Writing in 1286, Guillaume Durand mentions that the translation of his relics occurred on 9 May, though he does not supply a year.​[122]​ Regardless, the date of this document provides us with a terminus ante quem. Bianchini therefore concluded that St. Jerome’s relics were translated sometime during or after 1284, and before 1286.​[123]​ Although it is tempting to conjecture a connection between Jacopo Colonna and/or Nicholas IV and the arrival of St. Jerome’s relics, there is no known documentation that can support this connection. 
	In 1398, Canon Stefano de’ Guashi constructed an altar dedicated to St. Jerome, which was located in the right (northern) nave, just outside of the Presepe chapel (Figure 4). St. Jerome’s relics were placed under this altar, before ultimately being moved to the apse, where they were placed under a porphyry slab.​[124]​  
Two Marian Icons
	There were two distinct icons of the Madonna in Santa Maria Maggiore in the Middle Ages. The first is commonly known as the Salus Populi Romani, though this is a 19th century appellation, and was a Hodegetria type.​[125]​ The second was a Madonna Avvocata or Hagiosoritissa type. The two images were conflated after the Madonna Avvocata was removed from its location over the Porta Regina; notices of a Madonna over the Porta Regina were identified as referring to the Salus Populi Romani before it was placed in the Altar of the Virgin. Eunice Howe’s research of medieval and Renaissance descriptions of the basilica has demonstrated that there were, in fact, two distinct icons.​[126]​ 
According to legend, the Salus Populi Romani was painted by St. Luke (Figure 7). However, modern scholars have dated the panel to anywhere from the 5th to the 13th centuries.​[127]​ It is one of the most celebrated Marian icons in Rome, believed to have miraculous powers, and a focal point of the Feast of the Assumption of the Virgin. De Angelis said it had been located in the Altar of the Virgin for three hundred or more years, until it was moved to the Pauline chapel in 1611.​[128]​  
In addition to its saintly origins, the Salus Populi Romani is credited with saving Rome from the plague at the end of the 6th century. In response to the threat posed by the spreading disease, Gregory the Great paraded this image through the streets of the city in hopes of divine intervention, which was granted.​[129]​  
The Salus Populi Romani figured prominently in the procession of the Feast of the Assumption of the Virgin, at least in the later Middle Ages. This procession commemorated the Death of the Virgin and her subsequent journey to heaven. It was one of the most important liturgical events in Rome, and was celebrated annually on the night of 14-15 August. The procession, in which the Acheropita (Figure 18) of the Lateran was carried, began at the Lateran, and then proceeded to the Roman Forum, and from there concluded at Santa Maria Maggiore at dawn, where the Acheropita met the icon of the Virgin.​[130]​ The meeting of the icons that was the highlight of this procession, and probably influenced the decoration of the 13th century apse of Santa Maria Maggiore, a point that will be further discussed below.
The Madonna Avvocata was also credited with holy interventions. Included in the Golden Legend is an incident in which The Virgin of this icon miraculously restored the hand of Leo I, The Great (440-461). The Legend tells that while Leo was holding mass at Santa Maria Maggiore, a woman kissed his hand. This aroused his earthly desires.  Ashamed, he cut off his hand. The Virgin intervened, miraculously restoring the detached hand.​[131]​  
The Virgin of this icon was still capable of divine intervention in the later Middle Ages, when she miraculously appeared to Cardinal Pietro Colonna during a storm, saving his ship and all that were onboard from certain destruction. This icon was located in the left nave of the basilica, above the doorway known as the Porta Regina, which originally led to the Baptistery, but later led to the Apostolic Palace (Figure 19).​[132]​  
This icon disappeared sometime in the 16th century.​[133]​ Before its disappearance, its likeness was recorded in a painting by Antoniazzo Romano. Today, this painting is in Dublin, and dates to the late 15th century (Figure 20).
The bodies of Nicholas IV and John the Patrician
	The bodies of Nicholas IV and John the Patrician are not relics of saints, but they were important figures in the history of the basilica. Their tomb spaces were likewise prominent. The chapel dedicated to the memory of Nicholas IV was erected shortly after his death in 1292. It was located in the southern arm of the transept of the basilica (Figure 4). Jacopo Colonna was the patron of this chapel, and was probably responsible for the translation of the defunct pontiff’s body from its original resting place in the Presepe Chapel to this location. The erection of this chapel may have been intended to foster the cult of the defunct pontiff, though the cult did not take off, probably due in part to the poor relations between the Colonna family and Pope Boniface VIII.​[134]​ 
The church also possessed the remains of its legendary founder, John the Patrician, and his wife. The date of the “discovery” of these relics is unknown. However, the Legend of the Snow grew in popularity from the 11th to 12th centuries,​[135]​ and the discovery of the relics likely coincided with the increasing popularity of the legend. Their remains were placed in a porphyry sarcophagus, which was located to the right of a person entering the basilica, on one of the walls of the bell tower, which intruded into the right nave (Figure 14). 
The earliest notice the present author has found of the tomb occupying this site date from 1450.​[136]​ Bianchini believed that relics were already here during the pontificate of Nicholas IV; this is based on the similarity of an inscription that was once here, whose writing he viewed as dating to the same time as that of the mosaic list of relics once in the apse.​[137]​ The text of the inscription was probably the same as that recorded by de Angelis, which read: “Ioannis patritii huius basi/licae fundatoris/sepulchrum,”​[138]​ and does not survive today, as the remains were moved to under a round stone slab in the central nave during the Fuga renovations (Figure 21).​[139]​  
Conclusion
Santa Maria Maggiore housed a number of important relics that were related to the history of the basilica and were also important symbols of the city of Rome. The relics provided various opportunities for patronage not only by popes, but also for Rome’s wealthier families, such as the Capocci, de’Guaschi, and of course, the Colonna.  The presence of the relics also informed the 13th century decoration of the basilica, which promoted the relics held there, its liturgical celebrations, and the miraculous circumstances surrounding its foundation. As one of the patriarchal basilicas of the city, Santa Maria Maggiore’s relics distinguished it from, and also allowed it to compete with the others for prominence in the religious life of the city.
Jacopo and Pietro Colonna’s patronage at SMM
	Towards the end of the 13th century, the basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore underwent a dramatic campaign of renovation, which was led by Pope Nicholas IV and Cardinal Jacopo Colonna. Cardinal Pietro Colonna also seems to have had a role in the renovations, though he is not credited to the extent that Jacopo Colonna is. The renovations involved the rebuilding of the apse of the basilica and the execution of decorative programs, both inside and outside the basilica. In addition to the rebuilding and decorative campaigns, Jacopo Colonna also donated a silver reliquary for the cunabulum, one of the prized relics of the basilica, and founded two chapels which were dedicated to St. John the Baptist and to the Memory of Nicholas IV. The patronage of the Colonna Cardinals continued in the basilica after their return to power in 1305, with Jacopo Colonna’s donations of a candelabra for the Easter Candle and his completion of the choir pavement; additionally, in the 14th century Cardinal Pietro Colonna associated himself with the Madonna Avvocata icon.  
	Santa Maria Maggiore seems to have been the preferred location for the patronage of the Colonna Cardinals; not only was a large portion of their patronage connected to this basilica, they were also both buried there. Jacopo Colonna (d. 1318) was buried before the high altar, while Pietro Colonna (d. 1326) was interred with the remains of Nicholas IV, which were at that point located in the chapel dedicated to his memory, in the southern transept of the basilica.​[140]​
	Aside from Santa Maria Maggiore, there were numerous other sites at which the two Colonna Cardinals acted as patrons. In 1285, the Colonna family became the protectors of San Silvestro in Capite, the church where the Clarisse were relocated after the death of Margherita Colonna.​[141]​ In this church the Colonna family held the rights to the chapel to the right of the high altar, which is named in the testament of Pietro Colonna (d. 18 June 1290).​[142]​ Cardinals Jacopo and Pietro Colonna were the executors of his will, and according to Gaynor and Toesca, a surviving stemma of the family in the church, possibly dated to the 14th century, may refer to the two Cardinals,​[143]​ if not the family in general. The chapel exists today, though it has been rebuilt. The church also boasted the relics of the head of John the Baptist and an Edessa image.​[144]​ The latter was similar to the Sudarium held at the Vatican.​[145]​
The Colonna Cardinals were active patrons at San Giovanni in Laterano, where they also served as co-patrons with Nicholas IV. Here, a new apse and transept were added, as would occur at Santa Maria Maggiore shortly after. The apse was decorated with a mosaic executed by Jacopo Torriti, who would also execute the apse mosaic of Santa Maria Maggiore, and Jacopo da Camerino.​[146]​ Cardinal Jacopo Colonna aided in the establishment of the chapel of Conte Casate, of which only fragments survive.​[147]​ Scholars view the Lateran, as well as Santa Maria Maggiore as a “Colonna churches” in the late 13th and 14th centuries.​[148]​ 
The Colonna maintained lesser a presence in other churches as well. In 1295, Jacopo Colonna founded a chapel in Santa Maria in Aquiro; an inscription from this chapel is all that survives of it today.​[149]​ The Colonna family also held the rights to a chapel in Santa Maria in Aracoeli, a Franciscan church since 1251, and one at which patronage from Rome’s senatorial families was common.​[150]​ A mosaic dossal which likely originated in their chapel at the Aracoeli survives today in the family’s palace (Figure 22).​[151]​ The family also established a presence in San Lorenzo in Lucina and San Marcello.​[152]​  
Outside of Rome, the family commissioned works in the Franciscan church in Tivoli, which date to 1295, and in their family tower of that city.​[153]​ Somewhat earlier, while the Clarisse of Margherita Colonna still resided in Palestrina, the Colonna funded the decoration of the apse of the church of San Pietro in Castel San Pietro; it was at this church that Margherita had founded the Clarisse.​[154]​
However, scholars have not satisfactorily explained the Colonna Cardinals’ apparent preference for Santa Maria Maggiore over these many other recipients of their patronage. Even the reasons for the origins of their patronage there are disputed. Some scholars have characterized Nicholas IV as the impetus for renovation; when the Pope decided to renovate the deteriorating basilica, the Colonna worked with him, seeing the benefits for their family.​[155]​ Other scholars have suggested that Nicholas IV decided to renovate Santa Maria Maggiore because of its location in Colonna territory.​[156]​ Of course, the decision to become patrons at this site resulted from numerous motivations from both parties, ranging from the religious to social and political, in addition to the practical concern for the structure of the basilica itself.​[157]​
Whatever the initial reason for the Colonna’s patronage at Santa Maria Maggiore, their preference for this basilica is evidenced in their choice of burial here, in addition to their extensive patronage, which extended well beyond the lifetime of Nicholas IV. A closer look at their various acts of patronage in the basilica will hopefully reveal possible motivations for this preference.  
In addition to answering the question of why the Colonna Cardinals preferred Santa Maria Maggiore, determining the relationship between their commissions and the relics and miracles of the basilica will also be attempted. While this may at first seem obvious, as in the case of the cunabulum reliquary, a number of their pictorial commissions more subtly refer to the relics and history of the basilica. The reasons for this are more complex than simply illustrating the relics and miracles on a large scale for visitors to identify or associate with the basilica. The images linked the relics and miracles to the family, and demonstrated their prominence not only in the basilica, but in relation to the other religious foundations of the city, as well as emphasizing the sanctity of the family.
This study will therefore focus on the role of the Colonna in the basilica and how their commissions were related to its relics and miracles, and which purposes these served. Therefore, the issues of style and attribution will not be of prime importance. This is not to imply that these factors were not important and revealing aspects of the Colonna Cardinals’ patronage. Rather, scholarship on Santa Maria Maggiore, particularly in regard to the façade mosaics, is plagued with various arguments that attempt to establish to whom authorship can be credited. By circumnavigating these issues and focusing on interpreting the content of the commissions, new conclusions regarding their functions can be reached.


The Rebuilding of the Apse and its Decoration
	By the end of the 13th century, Santa Maria Maggiore was apparently in a poor state of repair, prompting wide-scale renovations and redecorations.​[158]​ Scholars have assumed that Nicholas IV and the Colonna only turned to Santa Maria Maggiore once the renovations of the Lateran were complete in 1291.​[159]​ However, Alessandro Tomei has recently demonstrated that this was not the case. A series of letters written by Nicholas IV, addressed to Jacopo Colonna and dated between August and October of 1288, reveals that Nicholas IV had already established the fundamentals of the Santa Maria Maggiore program early in his pontificate.​[160]​  
The renovations involved the addition of a transept to the basilica,​[161]​ which necessitated the removal of the original apse. The new apse terminates approximately 6 meters beyond the previous one.​[162]​ The new apse mosaic, executed by Jacopo Torriti, contains an image of the Coronation of the Virgin (Figure 11). Christ and Mary are enthroned in a clipeus; she sits to his right as He places a crown on her head. Angels support the clipeus on both sides. To either side of this central group are saints: to their right (our left) are Sts. Peter, Paul, and Francis of Assisi; to their left (our right) are Sts. John the Baptist, John the Evangelist, and Anthony of Padua.​[163]​ Sts. Peter and John the Baptist present the kneeling figures of Nicholas IV and Cardinal Jacopo Colonna, respectively. They are both identified by inscriptions; this was the first time that a Cardinal patron was shown in an apse mosaic in Rome.​[164]​ Below their feet is a Nilotic scene, inhabited by River Gods and ships. In the golden sky above are vine scrolls, which are occupied by various species of birds.  
Below this majestic scene are five scenes from the life of the Virgin. Running from (our) left to right, they include the Annunciation, the Nativity, the Dormition of the Virgin, the Adoration of the Magi, and the Presentation in the Temple. On the new apse arch, flanking the scenes from the life of the Virgin are two addition scenes from this campaign, though heavily reworked today. To our left is St. Jerome with Paula and Eustochia; to our right is St. Matthew Preaching to the Hebrews (Figures 23 and 24). These figures were restored from 1928-1931, after being damaged by the renovations undertaken by Cardinal d’Estouteville.​[165]​ On the new apse arch are symbols of the Evangelists, above which are the Apocalyptic Elders. Gardner described the former as heavily restored, while he described the latter as “almost entirely new.”​[166]​
	 The loss of the original 5th century apse mosaic has prompted scholars to attempt a reconstruction,​[167]​ although there are no known documentary sources in which it is described, and no portions of it survive today. Scholars have suggested that it consisted of an image of the Virgin Mary as Theotokos. After all, it was after this was established as doctrine at the Council of Ephesus that the basilica was constructed, and this was the likely early dedication of the basilica. The presence of the Virgin Mary in the new apse mosaic is therefore viewed as a direct reference to her presence in the old one. Because of this perceived similarity, Henkels assumed that Nicholas IV commissioned Jacopo Torriti to create a new version of the old apse mosaic.​[168]​
In order to further support this theory that the new apse mosaic is a reflection of the old one, scholars have turned to the vine scrolls and the very realistic birds which fill the gold sky above the central group and flanking saints (Figure 25). Because of their realism, scholars have proposed that the vine scrolls and birds were actually part of the old apse mosaic, and were incorporated into the new one.​[169]​ Seeming to support this theory is a passage written by John the Deacon that describes the basilica: “In absida vero Sanctae Mariae est cathedra pontificalis in media sub vitrea (quae quinque sunt in absida).  Haec absida nimis pulchra de musivo est effecta. Nam videntur a pluribus pisces ibi in floribus, et bestiae cum avibus, inter chorum et altare.”​[170]​ This would suggest that if the vine scrolls and birds were not recycled from the old apse mosaic, they were at least modeled after the previous design. However, Carlo Bertelli has shown that due to a misplaced period, the passage should read “…effecta nam videntur. A pluribus pisces ibi in floribus, et bestiae cum avibus, inter chorum et altare.” Therefore, the latter portion of this description refers to decorations on the floor, and could never have been referring to the appearance of a previous apse mosaic.​[171]​ Furthermore, close observation has revealed that the apse mosaic was executed as a whole;​[172]​ the vines and birds could not have been recycled material from the previous mosaic. Despite extensive speculation, nothing can be determined for certain about the previous apse mosaic’s appearance until concrete evidence is discovered.
Returning to the new apse mosaic, the date is established by an inscription, though due to its state of conservation, can be interpreted as either 1295 or 1296. Jacopo Torriti signed the mosaic in the lower left corner of the mosaic; this inscription reads, “JACOB TORRITI PICTOR H OP MOSAIC FEC” (Figure 26). The date was located in the lower right corner of the mosaic, and only fragments are visible today.”​[173]​ It is possible that an “I” once followed the “V” of the date and is today lost. The fact that early sources, such as Panvinio, read the date as 1296 may confirm this supposition.​[174]​  
Whether the inscription reads 1295 or 1296 does not change a fundamental point: the completion of the mosaic occurred after the death of Nicholas IV in 1292. Although the exact date in which the mosaic was begun is unknown, it has been generally assumed that works there did not begin until the renovations at the Lateran were either completed or nearing completion.​[175]​ A document in the registers of Nicholas IV seems to confirm this. The document is dated 21 March 1292, and indicates that the renovations at Santa Maria Maggiore had already begun.​[176]​ However, even earlier, on 27 September 1288, Nicholas IV issued a bull that granted an indulgence of one year and forty days for “manum porrexerint ad conservationem et reparationem basilicae Sancte Mariae Maioris.” According to Tosti-Croce, this bull indicates that the renovations of Santa Maria Maggiore began immediately after Nicholas IV’s election,​[177]​ challenging the idea that works began later in his papacy.​[178]​ 
Although Nicholas IV died well before the completion of the renovations, his letters to Jacopo Colonna establish that he did at least plan for the decorations of Santa Maria Maggiore well before his death. The letters also imply Cardinal Jacopo’s participation in the commission before the death of Nicholas IV, though the extent of this is unknown. Upon the death of the pontiff, Cardinal Jacopo Colonna continued his patronage of the project, bringing several elements of it to completion some years later. He is shown kneeling with Nicholas IV in the apse mosaic (Figure 27). However, his participation is not mentioned in an inscription which once ran around the apse, reading: “QUARTUS PAPA FUIT NICOLAUS VIRGINIS AEDEM HANC LAPSAM REFECIT, FITQ. VETUSTA NOVA. PETRUS APOSTOLICUS SOCIUM FRANCISCUS ALUMNUM PRETEGAT  OMNIPOTENS MATRE ROGANTE BEET.”​[179]​ 
Cecchelli believed that Cardinal Pietro Colonna served as a patron of the apse mosaic as well, continuing the execution of the mosaic with Cardinal Jacopo after the death of Nicholas IV,​[180]​ though his image was not included with the kneeling figures of Nicholas IV and Jacopo Colonna. Whether true or not, the lack of consistency between the donors shown in the apse mosaic and recorded in the inscription highlight the various roles that different patrons could assume at different points during the execution of a commission, and how their participation could be reflected in the finished product.
The content of apse mosaic has been interpreted on a number of levels, which are not mutually exclusive. Only those interpretations most pertinent for our understanding of Jacopo and Pietro Colonna’s patronage in relation to the relics of the basilica will be outlined here. The first concerns the image of the Coronation of the Virgin and its relation to the procession of the Feast of the Assumption of the Virgin. The second relates details in the Dormition of the Virgin to the fall of the Holy Land.
The image of the Coronation of the Virgin is believed to refer to the Feast of the Assumption of the Virgin, which was held each year on the night of 14-15 August. It was in this procession that the Acheropita of the Lateran (Figure 18) was carried in procession through the city of Rome. The procession culminated at Santa Maria Maggiore, where the Acheropita met an icon of the Virgin held at Santa Maria Maggiore; it is believed that the icon in question was the Salus Populi Romani (Figure 7). The meeting of the two icons was meant to reenact Christ’s visit to his mother on the day of her death. Mass was held at sunrise at Santa Maria Maggiore, and the rising sun was equated with Mary’s ascent to heaven.​[181]​
As one of the most important liturgical events in Rome, the procession of the Feast of the Assumption has received much scholarly attention. The procession was in existence from the 7th to the 16th centuries.​[182]​ As William Tronzo has rightly pointed out, much of our knowledge of the procession dates to the 16th century; understanding the procession in the Middle Ages is much more difficult, due to a lack of descriptive sources.​[183]​ The evolution of the procession throughout the Middle Ages is not of prime concern here; what is important is establishing the role of Santa Maria Maggiore in the procession during the end of the 13th century, when the apse mosaic was produced.  
A documentary source dating to 1170 establishes that icons were involved in the procession at Santa Maria Maggiore by that time. However, this source does not so much describe a meeting of the icons, but rather two distinct events. Furthermore, it is not clear which Marian icon was involved, as it is possible that the Salus Populi Romani did not exist at this time, depending on whose date of the icon is accepted. It could have been either an icon of Santa Maria Maggiore, or one that resided in another church that was along the procession route. Tronzo suggested that this other icon was likely that of Santa Maria Minore (identified as the Monasterium Tempuli),​[184]​ which was a Hagiosoritissa, or Madonna Avvocata type. Tronzo suggests that the Santa Maria Maggiore icon replaced this one in the procession after it fell out of use,​[185]​ though there is no documentary evidence to suggest when this could have happened.  
Circumstantial evidence exists that allows us to approximate this date. In 1216, Dominic de Guzman founded an order of female nuns at the Monasterium Tempuli. The nuns of his community were subject to enclosure, and in 1222 this community was forced to move to San Sisto Vecchio, where they took their icon of the Virgin.​[186]​ It is likely that the enclosure, if not the move (as it was not terribly far from the Monasterium Tempuli) resulted in the discontinuation of the use of their icon in the Feast of the Assumption procession. Therefore, by the second quarter of the 13th century, it is highly probable that an icon of Santa Maria Maggiore met the Acheropita at the culmination of the procession.
Which icon of Santa Maria Maggiore that was used at this time is not clear. It has traditionally been assumed that the Salus Populi Romani was used in the procession.​[187]​ However, the presence of the second icon, the Madonna Avvocata (Figure 20), was not clear until recently. Tronzo rightly raised questions about the iconography of the Salus Populi Romani icon in the procession; if the procession was intended to be a meeting of Christ and his Mother that created a Deesis image, why would a Hodegetria icon of the Virgin, in which Christ is already present, be used? The Deesis image is accurately created when the Hagiosoritissa/Madonna Avvocata icon of the Monasterium Tempuli is used.​[188]​  It is also the Hagiosoritissa type that is seen in the apse mosaic of Santa Maria Maggiore (Figure 11). Furthermore, a number of cities near Rome, such as Tivoli, for one, replicated this procession. In all of these processions, an icon of the Madonna Avvocata was used.​[189]​
Although there is not sufficient evidence to establish that Santa Maria Maggiore’s Madonna Avvocata was the icon used in the culmination of the procession, or to suggest that it was used before the Salus Populi Romani was put into use, scholars should be open to the possibility that either of these scenarios are plausible solutions to the problematic iconography of the created image of the Deesis in the procession. This could also explain why the Madonna in the apse mosaic is of the Hagiosoritissa, and not the Hodegetria, if it is supposed to be a specific reflection of the meeting of the two particular icons used in the procession.
The interior apse mosaic reflects this procession in a number of ways. The first reference is seen in the Coronation of the Virgin itself. The figures of the Virgin and Christ appear to refer to their respective icons, which were carried in the procession of the Feast of the Assumption, and met at Santa Maria Maggiore. The problems encountered with identifying the icon of the Virgin have just been explained. The figure of Christ is more straightforward, corresponding to that of the Acheropita, which was a full-length image of Christ enthroned (Figures 7, 18 and 20).​[190]​
 The second reference to the Feast of the Assumption of the Virgin is seen in the alignment of the Coronation of the Virgin directly above the scene of the Dormition of the Virgin (Figure 28), the latter of which is out of chronological order with the other Marian scenes in order to create this alignment. A number of pictorial sources have been cited as possible influences for this particular arrangement.​[191]​ Julian Gardner has convincingly argued that pictorial sources were not necessarily the only sources that influenced this arrangement. He contends that Franciscan spirituality can account for this arrangement. Certain sermons of prominent Franciscans, such as St. Bonaventure, Matteo d’Aquasparta, and Ubertino da Casale, emphasize the Dormition, Assumption, and Coronation of the Virgin, which is not mentioned in scripture. Further connections are seen in the sermons of St. Bonaventure for the Feast of the Assumption, though Gardner is hesitant to focus on the writings of one individual as the source for the apse mosaic.​[192]​ The configuration of the apse mosaic is nonetheless influenced by Franciscan spirituality related to the Death and Assumption of the Virgin, the subject of which was celebrated on the Feast of the Assumption. The fact that Nicholas IV was of the Franciscan order, and was the first Franciscan pope, underscores this connection.
Additionally, inscriptions in the apse mosaic relate to the liturgy of Feast of the Assumption. Below the central group of Christ and the Virgin is the inscription, “MARIA VIRGO ASSUPTA E .AD ETHEREU THALAMU IN QUO REX REGU .STELLATO SEDET SOLIO / EXALTATA EST SANCTA DEI GENETRIX . SUPER CHOROS ANGELORUM AD CELESTIA REGNA.” These two lines are derived from the Feast of the Assumption; part of the text comes from the missal.​[193]​
It is clear from these examples that a connection between what is pictured in the apse mosaic refers in some way to the events of the Procession of the Feast of the Assumption of the Virgin. However, describing this scene as a mere depiction of that event is an “insufficient” interpretation.​[194]​ Further research into how these icons were understood as entities of the holy figures, and how they were to be interpreted as actors in the procession is necessary in order to determine the full significance of their appearance in the apse image.  
At any rate, the apse mosaic does reference this event, and the patrons, Nicholas IV and Jacopo Colonna, probably intended to imply a connection between Santa Maria Maggiore and the Lateran established by the meeting of their relics. There were many other long-standing connections between Santa Maria Maggiore and the Lateran, which may have been implicitly suggested through the depiction of the meeting of the icons. First, like the Lateran, the importance of Santa Maria Maggiore for the stations of Rome cannot be underestimated. Santa Maria Maggiore had a principal role in the stational system; it was considered just as important a site for these functions as either the Lateran or the Vatican. Second, due to the location of the Lateran, Santa Maria Maggiore assumed a number of its functions. Furthermore, Krautheimer has argued that Santa Maria Maggiore was established in order to reinforce the position of the Lateran, in an attempt to prevent it from losing popularity and the authority associated with it to the Vatican.​[195]​ These connections prompted de Blaauw to characterize Santa Maria Maggiore as the second church of the bishop of Rome.​[196]​  
It is clear that the connections between Santa Maria Maggiore and the Lateran were strong, and were not confined to the meeting of their icons on the Feast of the Assumption. The fact that the Colonna controlled both churches at the end of the 13th and in the 14th centuries creates another connection between the two religious centers of the city. The depiction referring to the meeting of their respective icons in the apse mosaic of Santa Maria Maggiore not only emphasized this physical connection between the icons of the two basilicas, but may have referred to their other connections as well, in an attempt to promote the venerable status of Santa Maria Maggiore through its association with the Lateran.
The second interpretation of the apse mosaic relates to the fall of the Holy Land in 1291. This interpretation focuses on the details of the scene of the Dormition of the Virgin (Figure 29). This scene is set between two mountains, which inscriptions identify as Mount Syon and the Mount of Olives. According to Epistle 30 of Pseudo Jerome, it was between these two mountains that the Virgin died, and her tomb was located here as well.​[197]​ That this reference to St. Jerome’s writings was intended is confirmed by the image of St. Jerome, just outside the curve of the apse (Figure 23). St. Jerome is shown holding a book and is accompanied by two female figures. The book is open to Epistle 30, “Cogitis me o Paola et Eustochium,” which in turn identifies to the two female figures as his two female noble Roman followers. This text is also connected to the liturgy of the Assumption of the Virgin,​[198]​ and further supports the connection to the Feast of the Assumption described above. 
A number of visual details refer to other holy sites in this area as well. Henkels deduced from these details that the date of the Dormition of the Virgin mosaic dated later than the rest of the apse, to around 1333, as it was around this time that some of the holy sites were reclaimed.​[199]​  
Renna has rightly refuted this claim, as the entire apse mosaic was executed at once, excluding the possibility that this was a later addition. She sees the details as referring instead to the political ideals of Nicholas IV and the planning of the Crusade to reclaim the Holy Land.​[200]​ For instance, the image of the Dormition of the Virgin is similar to one produced in a Crusade manuscript, and the epigraph of St. Jerome appears in other churches dedicated to Mary in the Holy Land. Renna sees the Eastern references as resulting from artists returning to Europe after the fall of the Holy Land, and as propaganda for the impending Crusade.​[201]​ She therefore describes the Dormition of the Virgin scene as a combination of Roman tradition (the Feast of the Assumption) and eastern influences (Jerome’s epigraph).​[202]​
This interpretation underscores importance of Jerome in the decorative program. He was included not merely as an ‘advertisement’ of his relics preserved in the basilica,​[203]​ but he constituted an important element of the iconographic program. There is no known physical connection between the Colonna and the relics of St. Jerome. Whether or not his inclusion in the mosaic resulted from the Colonna’s participation as patrons, his astute incorporation into the program indirectly connected his relics with the Colonna family as they were promoted to visitors.
The Exterior Apse Mosaic
	The exterior apse of the basilica was decorated with a mosaic. This was also a joint commission of Nicholas IV and Cardinal Jacopo Colonna, and was likely a part of the same decoration campaign of the late 1200’s, probably completed before the fall of the family in 1297.​[204]​ An incision of the exterior apse before it was altered in 1673 is included in de Angelis’ study (Figure 30),​[205]​ and renovations from 1966 to 1971 revealed surviving fragments,​[206]​ allowing for a reconstruction of its appearance. The five lunettes were filled with mosaic decoration. The center lunette contained an image of the Virgin Mary holding the Baby Jesus in her left arm, flanked by two angels. Below this image was a roundel containing an image of the Epiphany. The remaining four lunettes contained pairs of female saints. 
	The image of the Virgin and Child probably referred to the Salus Populi Romani icon (Figure 7).​[207]​ During the renovations, it was determined that the face of the Virgin on the exterior coincided exactly with the face of the Virgin in the Coronation of the Virgin in the interior apse mosaic, creating a visual connection between the interior and exterior of the basilica.​[208]​ The image of the Epiphany below was a clear reference to the relics of the Presepe conserved in the basilica. Therefore, on the exterior of the basilica, two of the relics of the basilica were advertised. De Blaauw has pointed out that the presence of this image in this location indicates that visitors arrived from this direction, though the rear doors were not added until 1474, so entry was not possible from this end of the church until then.​[209]​   
	Interpreting the entire program is more problematic. Each lunette contained a pair of female saints, separated by a palm surmounted by a bird, and flanked by candles on either side.​[210]​ An early source on the basilica identified four of these saints as Agnes, Cecilia, Lucy, and Catherine.​[211]​ The first three of these saints, in addition to either St. Catherine or St. Agnes, appeared with Margherita Colonna to Cardinal Jacopo in a vision he had after her death in 1280. This vision is included in the biography of Margherita Colonna, written Senator Giovanni, and dated to around 1285.​[212]​ Therefore, it is quite probable that Cardinal Jacopo devised this program himself.​[213]​  
The exterior apse therefore celebrates the sanctity of the Colonna family on two levels. First, it demonstrates the holiness of Margherita. Though she was never canonized, her biography, written by Giovanni Colonna, was intended to increase her popularity.​[214]​ Second, the sanctity of Jacopo Colonna is also emphasized, as he was selected to receive this holy vision. By placing this scene in this location, Jacopo Colonna was able to convey not only the holy connections of his family, but was also able to demonstrate his family’s dominant position in the basilica.  
The placement of a mosaic program on this part of the church, though not unknown, is uncommon.​[215]​ Gardner describes this choice of location as “further evidence of the ostentation of the decoration.”​[216]​ It is not clear if and how the emblem of the column was employed in this mosaic, but the particularity of the miracle for the Colonna family undoubtedly implied their patronage. While only certain visitors would understand this reference to the Colonna family, certainly many more would understand the wealth and power that were associated with placing an image in this location, whether they were aware of which family was responsible for it or not.​[217]​  
Because of the narrow audience that would be expected to understand this reference to Jacopo Colonna’s vision of Margherita Colonna, it is possible that another interpretation of the exterior apse’s program existed for a broader audience. This is difficult to determine, due to the rare iconography of the mosaic.​[218]​ Regardless, it is not hard to imagine that visitors would have understood the presence of the Adoration of the Magi as indicating that some relics connected to this event were housed there, and they may have even identified the image of the Madonna and Child as referring to an icon also housed there.  
The Façade mosaic
 	The façade mosaic of Santa Maria Maggiore at one point included the kneeling figures of Cardinals Jacopo and Pietro Colonna. This is recorded in an engraving in the National Gallery of Scotland (Figure 12).​[219]​ The absence of a donor portrait of Nicholas IV, who appeared with Jacopo Colonna in the apse mosaic, implies that the façade’s decoration was undertaken solely by the Colonna Cardinals, and likely after the death of the pontiff.​[220]​  
	The façade’s decoration is divided horizontally into two registers. In the upper register, a full figure of Christ is enthroned in a clipeus that is supported by four angels.  Just behind the two lower angels are the figures of Cardinals Jacopo and Pietro Colonna, kneeling before this majestic image. Behind each Cardinal are four saints. On the left, behind Jacopo Colonna are Mary, and Saints Paul, James, and Matthew. On the right, behind Pietro Colonna, are Sts. John the Baptist, Peter, Andrew, and Jerome.​[221]​ The figures of Sts. Matthew and Jerome were lost when Ferdinando Fuga added the loggia, and it is clear that a number of the other figures have been restored.​[222]​
In the lower register are four scenes from the foundation of the basilica. Reading from left to right, they are: The Dream of Pope Liberius, The Dream of John the Patrician, The Meeting of Pope Liberius and John the Patrician, and The Miracle of the Snow in August.
	Determining the date and author of the façade frescoes is perhaps one of the most debated points in the history of the decoration of Santa Maria Maggiore, as it has a major impact on how the images are interpreted. They must date to after May 1288, as this is when Pietro Colonna was elevated to the rank of Cardinal, and he is dressed as such in the mosaic.​[223]​ Additionally, Filippo Rusuti signed the upper zone of the mosaics. All scholars accept the terminus post quem and Rusuti as the author of the upper zone of the mosaics. The points of contention lie in when they were finished, and by whom. As the issue has had much ink spilt over it, and its details are not of prime importance for this study, only the salient points will be recapitulated here.  
	Scholars are divided over whether the lower register of the façade mosaics, the portion that depicts the Foundation of the Basilica, was executed before or after the disgrace of the Colonna family in 1297. Julian Gardner has advanced a very convincing argument that the entire façade was completed before this date.​[224]​ This argument is based on three points. First, because the transept frescoes were left unfinished at the time of the family’s disgrace, and because the walls of the right transept were not even plastered, it is hard to believe that that Colonna Cardinals would have funded the much more expensive mosaics upon their return, leaving the less expensive frescoes unfinished. Second, the decoration of another church, Santa Maria in Vescovio, which must date before March of 1302, shows a “precise dependence” on the scenes from the Foundation of the Basilica in the lower register of the façade. Therefore, the lower register must have been completed before 1302. Since work could not have continued after the disgrace of the family, the lower register must have been finished before that point. Third, in the scene of the Miracle of the Snow, Pope Liberius is shown wearing a papal tiara which includes a red ruby.  Pope Nicholas IV is also shown wearing this tiara in the apse mosaic (Figures 27 and 31). This tiara with its large ruby was a special treasure of the papacy. It was lost during the entry of Clement V into Lyons on 4 November 1305, and as of April 1315, was still not replaced. Gardner concludes that this tiara would not be featured in the Miracle of the Snow after it had been “so sensationally lost.” The façade mosaic must therefore date to before the ruby was lost, i.e. 1305, and therefore before the disgrace of the Colonna family in 1297.
	Opposing arguments have been advanced by numerous scholars, though in the opinion of the present author, they are not as convincing as Gardner’s hypothesis. For instance, Wollesen recently advanced the argument that the upper register of the façade mosaics should date to 1306-7, and the lower register to twelve years later, after the death of Cardinal Jacopo Colonna.​[225]​ This is based on the lack of a papal portrait among the donors of the façade mosaic, and the fall of the Colonna in 1295-6 (sic). He views the upper register as executed by Jacopo Colonna after his return to power, citing both a document which he believes granted the Colonna the right to recommence their decorations of Santa Maria Maggiore, and the financial situation of the Colonna after 1306.​[226]​
The lower register was then executed by Pietro Colona, after the death of Jacopo, and with a different workshop. This accounts for the stylistic differences between the upper and lower zones. Therefore, Pietro’s image was added later to the upper register, after he became patron of the lower zone.​[227]​ Wollesen reached this conclusion based on the presence of Cardinal Jacopo in the apse mosaic; he assumes this was a later addition to the program, added only after Cardinal Jacopo assumed control of the commission after the death of Nicholas IV. Therefore, Pietro’s late participation in the façade mosaics resulted in the addition of his donor portrait to the upper register.  
Wollesen’s argument cannot stand up to scrutiny. It is not known whether Cardinal Jacopo’s presence in the apse mosaic was a later addition; his early participation, established through the letter from Nicholas IV, suggests the contrary.  Furthermore, Wollesen himself acknowledges that “today, they (the Colonna donor portraits) are hidden or destroyed by Fuga’s loggia.”​[228]​ His claim that this particular section of the mosaic was a later addition, when this area no longer survives, is imprudent, as there is no way in which the claim can be substantiated by anyone with physical evidence.
Regardless, Wollesen does not satisfactorily address why the façade mosaics could not have been executed during the late 1200’s, before the fall of the Colonna; he only provides a window of opportunity when they could have been executed in the early 14th century. And when one considers the incomplete state of the transept frescoes, as Gardner pointed out, the later dating is not convincing. Nor does Wollesen explain why Cardinal Jacopo would have executed the upper register, but left the lower register incomplete for twelve years, only to be finished by Cardinal Pietro after his death. Furthermore, Wollesen denies any reference to any present-day pope, let alone Nicholas IV, that Gardner so convincingly demonstrated through the use of the papal tiara.
It is clear that Wollesen’s argument for a later date of the façade mosaics does not hold up to scrutiny. Another argument has been advanced by Alessandro Tomei, which takes into consideration physical evidence from the façade to argue for a later date for the lower register of the mosaics. Tomei identifies an element that he claims has not yet been considered in the dating debate: an irregularly placed travertine cornice that separates the upper and lower registers of the mosaics. He believes the logical explanation for its presence is that it furnished an end-point for the last row of tesserae of the upper register of mosaics. He states that a divider of this type would not have been necessary if there was no break between the executions of the two registers.​[229]​
However, the presence of this cornice was noted by Gardner, and while he does suggest it must have caused “at least a temporary halt in the setting of the mosaics,”​[230]​ it does not necessarily imply the long pause in execution suggested by Tomei. Tomei’s argument, like that of Wollesen, does not succeed in discrediting Gardner’s, nor does it provide evidence more compelling than that provided by Gardner in support of their proposed dates.
These two arguments have been selected because of their relatively recent publication dates. Although more arguments for a later date exist, they will not be outlined here for the sake of space and for the fact that none of them, in the opinion of the present author, can refute Gardner’s argument for an early date. Additionally, many arguments exist concerning the authorship of the lower façade mosaics.​[231]​ However, because this information is not crucial to interpreting their functions and meaning, they will not be discussed here.
Returning to the content of the façade mosaics, the upper zone has received relatively less scholarly attention than the lower zone, mostly because of the contested date and attribution of the latter. The upper zone shows Christ flanked by saints, referring the relics held in the church and to the patrons of the mosaics (Figure 32).​[232]​ Above are figures of the Evangelists. As in the apse mosaic, the figure of Christ is very similar to the Acheropita of the Lateran. It is a figure of Christ in Judgment, which was typical for apse decoration;​[233]​ however here it is located on the façade. This peculiarity has been explained by scholars. On the Feast of the Assumption, the two icons met before the basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore; the façade therefore served as the “apse” of an outdoor church.​[234]​  
In addition to the similarities between the figure of Christ in the façade and apse mosaics, there is a similarity in the placement of Sts. Matthew and Jerome. Their locations on the façade “corresponded exactly with the scenes devoted to them on either side of the apsidal arch.”​[235]​ This, combined with the image of the Madonna and Child in the exterior apse mosaic, which corresponded spatially to the Madonna in the interior apse mosaic, created visual connections between the decorations of the interior and exterior of the basilica.
The eight saints that originally flanked the central figure of Christ were Mary, Paul, James and Matthew on the left, and on the right John the Baptist, Peter, Andrew and Jerome.​[236]​ Jerome and Matthew, the outermost saints, do not survive today. The two centermost saints are Mary and John the Baptist. Flanking Christ, they form an image of the Deesis.​[237]​ The next pair behind Mary and John the Baptist is Paula and Peter; they are of obvious significance for the city of Rome. St. Peter is also the name saint of Cardinal Pietro. The next pair consists of Sts. James and Andrew. St. James is the name saint of Cardinal Jacopo. The final pair no longer survives, but they can be identified as Sts. Jerome and Matthew, based on the engraving in Scotland and other early visual records of the façade mosaics. Their relics were in the basilica, as has already been noted.
Scholars have speculated on the presence of St. Andrew. Matthiae pointed out that St. Andrew was the brother of St. Peter, and his presence is included in the decorative programs other sites in Rome, such as the Lateran and San Paolo fuori le mura.​[238]​ However, stronger connections existed between St. Andrew and Santa Maria Maggiore. Severano states that St. Gregory brought the arm of this saint to the basilica,​[239]​ although this relic is not listed in the mosaic list of 1295. Additionally, Severano names a number of institutions dedicated to St. Andrew that were near Santa Maria Maggiore;​[240]​ his presence could be a reference to one of those sites and its possible connections to Santa Maria Maggiore. It is likely that the presence of St. Andrew is explained by one of these possibilities, in addition to the apparent Roman tradition.
	The lower zone’s scenes from the Foundation of the Basilica are important for our understanding of how the Colonna wished to be viewed in relation to the history of the basilica. Running from left to right, the scenes include The Dream of Pope Liberius, The Dream of John the Patrician, The Meeting of Pope Liberius and John the Patrician, and The Miracle of the Snow in August (Figures 31 and 32). In the first scene, Pope Liberius is shown sleeping as the Virgin and Child appear to him. The second scene is similar, only the Virgin and Child appear to a sleeping John the Patrician. The third scene shows John the Patrician kneeling before the pontiff. The final scene shows Christ and the Virgin in a clipeus, sending the miraculous snowfall, where the plan of the basilica is traced into it below. Descriptive inscriptions are included below each scene,​[241]​ though they certainly would not have been legible to anyone viewing the mosaics from the ground.  
	The Foundation of the Basilica on the façade celebrates the feast of which was only recently made official. In the 13th century, probably during the time of Pope Honorius III, the liturgical status of the Feast of the Dedication was raised. However, the Franciscan Order only accepted it in 1269. This Feast was confined to Rome, before the 14th century at least, due to its particular connection to Santa Maria Maggiore.​[242]​ The Santa Maria Maggiore façade mosaics are therefore the earliest known representation of this miracle.​[243]​  
It is through the telling of The Miracle of the Snow that the Colonna were able to associate themselves with John the Patrician and the foundation of the basilica. Just as John the Patrician, working with Pope Liberius, founded the basilica in the 4th century (according to the legend), the Colonna were now working with Nicholas IV to ‘re-found’ the basilica. Their part in the renovation of the basilica is seen in the church plan that is traced in the snow in the scene of The Miracle of the Snow (Figures 31 and 32).  Although the scene has been reworked, the church plan shows what has been interpreted as a prominent transept, which is very likely original.​[244]​    
Other details of the mosaic confirm the connection between the modern-day restorers of the basilica and its legendary founders. For instance, in the scene of The Miracle of the Snow, Pope Liberius wears the special ruby tiara mentioned above, which Nicholas IV also wears in the apse mosaic (Figures 27 and 31). By being represented in the same tiara, especially one that was so closely associated with the papacy, a connection is established between the modern pope and the antique pope. This ruby may have been difficult to distinguish from either the piazza or the nave of the basilica, depending on lighting and the eyesight of the various viewers. However, Gardner, commenting on the ruby’s inclusion in both mosaics, stated: “In both representations the mosaicists have been at pains to crown the papal tiara with a great ruby of red tesserae.”​[245]​ This was not an unintentional reference; the ruby was deliberately placed in both mosaics in order to create a typological connection between the two popes.
Typological associations of this type were not rare in Rome. For example, the scene of the “Building of Old St. Peter’s” at the Vatican referred to the renovations of Pope Nicholas III.​[246]​ Boniface VIII would employ the same technique a few years later in the frescoes he commissioned from “Giotto” in the Lateran’s Loggia di Benedizione.​[247]​
No references to the Colonna Cardinals are seen in the pictorial details of John the Patrician in the scenes of The Founding of the Basilica. While Nicholas IV is visually equated with Pope Liberius, there is no equivalent motif in the scenes that specifically link either of the Colonna Cardinals to John the Patrician.  
There is a connection, though it is not as direct. It is established through the family emblem, the column, which appears prominently around the round window that separates the first two scenes from the last two (Figure 33). The knowledgeable viewer, who was aware of both the legendary foundation of the basilica and its recent renovations, would understand the connection between Pope Liberius and Pope Nicholas IV. The family emblem then informed them of which family filled the role of the modern-day John the Patrician. An overt reference within the pictorial details of the scenes of the Foundation of the Basilica, such as the papal tiara, does not exist for specifically equating the Colonna Cardinals with John the Patrician.
The restraint shown is understandable when the patronage of Colonna Cardinal’s is placed in the context of other acts of patronage in the late 13th century. The renovation of Santa Maria Maggiore was a major undertaking, and patronage of this scale in Rome’s other patriarchal basilicas had previously only been undertaken by Popes. Granted, the Colonna Cardinals were originally working with Nicholas IV, and Santa Maria Maggiore is typically identified as a papal endeavor.​[248]​ But the Colonna Cardinals continued the renovations after his death, at which point they were the main patrons. Furthermore, the decoration of the façade was exclusively their commission. A certain degree of restraint was probably necessary when associating themselves with the foundation of the basilica on its façade.  
The novelty of their roles as patrons of such an undertaking, and the necessary subtlety that would accompany this role, is underscored when Cardinal Jacopo’s presence in the apse mosaic is considered. In the apse mosaic, both Nicholas IV and Cardinal Jacopo are shown kneeling before Christ and the Virgin. While including a papal donor portrait was not uncommon at all, this was the first time a Cardinal appeared in an apse mosaic as a donor.​[249]​ Gandolfo interpreted his presence, in conjunction with other details of the mosaic in comparison to that of the Lateran, as emphasizing the transfer of the authority of the church to the College of Cardinals upon the death of the pope, referring to the vacancy of the throne after the death of Nicholas IV.​[250]​ While this interpretation is valid, it does not exclude the fact that the presence of Cardinal Jacopo was primarily intended to promote his role in the decoration of the basilica. Although this portion of the apse mosaic was certainly executed after the death of Nicholas IV, it is impossible to determine if Cardinal Jacopo’s inclusion reflects an alteration to the original design, added by Cardinal Jacopo after the death of Nicholas IV, or if his inclusion was always intended.
	The Colonna Cardinals subtly promoted their role in the renovations of the basilica on its facade. Yet they were still able to associate themselves not only with the legendary founder, but equated their renovations with the legendary foundations of the basilica. The modern patrons are here equated with those of legend, raising, or at least attempting to raise, their own status to that of legend.  
The Transept and Counter-façade Frescoes
	Frescoes were also planned for the new transept and the counter-facade. Gardner established that the transept frescoes were begun as the apse mosaic neared completion, and were subsequently abandoned when the Colonna fell from power in May of 1297.​[251]​  Parts of the decoration survive today. The subject of these frescoes was scenes from Genesis, and Gardner has suggested that they were probably intended to complement the mosaics of the apse. The Creation and Fall of Man pictured in the apse preceded the Birth of Christ, and ultimately salvation, which was pictured in the apse.​[252]​ This arrangement was also seen at the Basilica of San Francesco in Assisi: the scenes from the Old Testament precede the New Testament scenes, and the nave is dedicated to the life of the Virgin Mary. The same group of painters was responsible for the execution of these two programs.​[253]​
	Approximately contemporaneous with the transept frescoes are the frescoes of the counter-façade. Surviving in the gable of the counter-façade is a fragment of an Angus Dei (Figure 34). Although no firm evidence exists to determine the overall subject of the counter-façade, the Agnus Dei was likely part of a Last Judgment. The same subject was executed on the counter-façade of Santa Cecilia in Trastevere by Pietro Cavallini in 1293, several years prior to this, and the Lateran’s counter-façade may have also been decorated with the same scene.​[254]​
	Whether or not the Colonna were originally co-patrons of these frescoes with Nicholas IV is unknown. This is likely, as the family continued their execution after the death of the pope.​[255]​ Because so little of the fresco programs survive today, it is impossible to tell how the Colonna associated themselves with their production, or how they intended to, had the cycles been completed.   
The Cunabulum Reliquary
	The silver reliquary donated by Jacopo Colonna for the cunabulum does not survive today.  It is described in an inventory of the basilica, dated to 1499: “Quinque asseres, seu tabulae oblongae ad mensuram unis brachii et plus, et strictae ad mensuram quatuor digitorum, quell sunt de cunabulo DNIC positae in quondam capsula oblonga et stricta, coperta argento, cum historia Beatae Virginis et figuris deauratis, et ab alio latere sunt litterae, quae dicunt- Anno Domini 1289- Dominus Jacobus de Columna Cardinalis fecit fieri hoc opus.”​[256]​ This was quite an improvement from the lead case which previously held the precious relic.​[257]​ 
	The reliquary is clearly identified in the inscription as having been donated by Jacopo in 1289. Whether this inscription would have been readable by onlookers when the relic was displayed is questionable. The inscription was therefore probably intended to be seen by those who handled the reliquary, or those who were able to observe it closely, certainly not the average visitor to the basilica. It served as a reminder of the wealth and munificence of the donor. The inscription served another purpose as well: it recorded the donor and donation for posterity; the memory of not only the donation, but of the donor and his generosity, would survive beyond his lifetime. 
The scenes from the life of the Virgin were fitting for a relic of Christ’s infancy, and even more so considering that the relic was held in a basilica dedicated to her. The silverwork was undoubtedly of high quality, and its loss is surely a detriment to those studying metalwork of this time period.   
With the donation of this reliquary, Jacopo Colonna established a direct connection between himself and one of the most important relics of the basilica. It is not known why the Colonna were not responsible for the renovation of the Presepe Chapel, during the time in which they renovated the remainder of the basilica with Nicholas IV. Perhaps their strong involvement in the other renovations precluded their participation in any further endeavors in the basilica. Or perhaps there were extenuating circumstances between Nicholas IV and Pandolfo di Pontecorvo, which allowed him to undertake the renovation of the Presepe Chapel with Nicholas IV, instead of the Colonna Cardinals. Whatever the reason, the donation of the cunabulum reliquary provided Jacopo Colonna with the opportunity to still be closely connected to a relic of Christ’s infancy.
Jacopo Colonna’s Two Chapels
	Jacopo Colonna founded and built two chapels in Santa Maria Maggiore, which were dedicated to St. John the Baptist and to the Memory of Pope Nicholas IV. Although the date of their establishment in unknown, they were both in existence by 1298, when they were recorded in a document: “in capella Sancti Johannis, quam in dicta basilica construi fecerat, et etiam in altari, quod in eadam basilica extra dictam capellam de novo erectum fuerat, pro anima felicis recordationis Nicolai pape IIII, predecessoris nostri, cujus corpus in eadem basilica requiescit.”​[258]​  	
The St. John the Baptist Chapel
Determining the original location of the St. John the Baptist chapel is problematic due to the fact that it no longer survives, in addition to the many alterations to the basilica over the centuries. Its original location is important for understanding the presence of the Colonna in the basilica in the 13th and 14th centuries. It will here be argued that the chapel was originally located in the choir, and was moved to the east corner of the basilica sometime before 1566, when Panvinio described it there.
	The description of the basilica dating to around 1566 written by Panvinio confirms that at that time, the St. John the Baptist chapel was in the nave to the right of the front entrance of the basilica, and next to the bell tower: “Intra portam majorem a dextra et aliam, est altare Sancti Andrea svecorum cum ciborio et columnellis albis: post sepulchrum Johannis patricii in conca porphyretica.  Post in facie ecclesiae altare domus de Columna, totum circumdatum in nave minore lapidibus tesslatis, inter quator columnas, est Sancti Johannes Baptista; intra esta tertiam altare, omnes vacui.”​[259]​  This text also reveals that the porphyry sarcophagus, which held the remains of John the Patrician and his wife, was located very close to this chapel, probably on the other wall of the bell tower that was present inside the church. This is confirmed by a plan of the church by de Angelis.​[260]​ 
Therefore, the connection established between the Colonna and John the Patrician in the façade mosaics was underscored upon entering the basilica and seeing the tomb of the legendary founder of the basilica next to the chapel of the rebuilder of the basilica. However, it is highly probable that this is not the original location of the chapel, and the association of the St. John the Baptist Chapel with that of the relics of John the Patrician only occurred at a later date.
	In his study of the basilica, Sible de Blaauw hypothesized that the original location of the St. John the Baptist Chapel was not in the east corner of the basilica where Panvinio had recorded it, but rather in the southern (left) transept of the basilica. This point was argued because of the fact that Jacopo Colonna was originally buried in the choir,​[261]​ and the St. John the Baptist chapel was used for his liturgical masses after his death in 1318. Therefore, the connection between tomb and the function of the altar implied proximity.​[262]​ Furthermore, both de Angelis and credit Cardinal Jacopo with foundation of a Chapel for the Canons, which was likely in this area of the basilcia.​[263]​ De Blaauw saw the southern transept as an area in which Nicholas IV and the Colonna family, two major patrons of the basilica, were commemorated.​[264]​
	De Blaauw’s location is probably not completely correct. This becomes apparent when one considers the location of the “Santa Maria Maggiore Altarpiece” of the early 15th century, which is attributed to Masaccio and Masolino (Figure 35). The altarpiece has since been taken apart, and pieces of it are preserved in London, Naples, Philadelphia and Rome. The altarpiece was two sided; one side faced the nave, while the other faced the apse. The “front” side, or the side that faced the aisle, included The Assumption of the Virgin, which occupied the central panel, and was flanked by side panels containing Sts. Peter and Paul on the left, and Sts. Liberius and Matthew on the right, while the central panel of the reverse, or side that faced the choir, depicted the Miracle of the Snow, with the flanking panels including Sts. Jerome and John the Baptist on the left, and John the Evangelist and Martin on the right.​[265]​  
References to the Colonna family are seen in the figure of St. John the Baptist, whose cross is supported by a column, the emblem of the family, and in the cope of the bishop, who may also be identified as Pope Martin V Colonna.​[266]​ These references indicate that the family was somehow connected to the commission, if one of their members did not commission it themselves.
	The idea that this altarpiece served as the high altarpiece of the basilica has recently been re-entertained by Ria O’Foghludha, who also argues that Cardinal Rinaldo Brancacci, not a member of the Colonna family, was responsible for the commission.​[267]​ Regardless of the circumstances surrounding the commission and its original location, its location in the 16th century is of greater pertinence for our purposes of determining the original location of the St. John the Baptist chapel.  
In his first edition of Le Vite, which dates to 1550, Giorgio Vasari describes this altarpiece: “Fece ancora a tempera molte tavole, che ne’ travagli di Roma si son tutte o perse o smaritte: una nella chiesa di Santa Maria Maggiore, in una capelletta vicina alla sagrestia, nella quale sono Quattro Santi ben condotti che paiono di rilievo, e nel mezzo Santa Maria della Neve; et il ritratto di papa Martino di naturale, il quale con una zappa disegna i fondamenti di quella chiesa, et appresso a lui e’ Sigismondo Secondo imperatore. Considerando questa opera un giorno Michelangelo et io, egli la lodo’ molto, e poi soggiunse coloro essere stati vivi ne’ tempi di Masaccio.”​[268]​ Therefore, around the time the 1550 version of Le Vite was written,​[269]​ the altarpiece was located in a chapel near the Sacristy of Santa Maria Maggiore, which at this time was in the location of the present Pauline Chapel, or in the left nave of the basilica, towards the choir (Figure 14).​[270]​ This description does not appear in the 1568 version of The Lives.​[271]​  
Attempting to determine the location Vasari described, whether it be the original location of the altarpiece or not, Ugo Procacci uncovered a document which, as far as the present author is aware, has never been published.​[272]​ Davies reported this find, writing: “In Vasari’s time, the sacristy was at the site of the Cappella Paolina. Dr. Ugo Procacci has been able to identify the cappelletta as one near this and near the East end of the church, described as between columns and situated between the choir and the North aisle…The chapel was dedicated to St. John the Baptist, a chapel of the Colonna family.”​[273]​
Subsequent scholars​[274]​ have followed this with out considering that there is a major problem with this description: the choir is not in the east end of the basilica. It is clear that he has not taken into consideration the Northwest-Southeast axis of the basilica; he assumed that the basilica was oriented. ​[275]​ If these directions were correct, the altarpiece would then be on the opposite side of the choir from the Sacristy; certainly this would not be considered near to it. When the directional correction is applied, the chapel which held the altarpiece would have been located between the choir and the southern, or left aisle, of the basilica, which would place it near the Sacristy. 
It is highly likely that the chapel in which Vasari saw the altarpiece was synonymous with the Chapel dedicated to St. John the Baptist from the Procacci document. However, the location of this document discovered by Procacci is not known, or at least, has not been published. It therefore cannot be consulted, which creates a tenuous argument. Regardless, it is difficult to not trust a scholar as renowned as Ugo Procacci, and in this instance the present author is willing to accept the details of the document as understood by him, once the directional problems are corrected. 
The location established by Procacci is confirmed by de Angelis, who places the St. John the Baptist chapel precisely in this location, though this plan dates to the 17th century (Figure 19).​[276]​ Additional support is supplied by Severano, who also described its location: “Da Giacomo…Cardinal Colonna fu fatto, et ornato l’Altare , che e’ nella detta Tribuna, il quale era prima in mezo (sic) della Nave Maggiore della chiesa;” though this is also a 17th century source.​[277]​ These descriptions by Vasari, Severano, and Procacci suggest a different location than the southern transept, which de Blaauw argued for.
Procacci’s document and Vasari’s description reinforce one another’s reliability, allowing scholars to determine that Jacopo Colonna’s chapel dedicated to St. John the Baptist was located in the choir, near the Sacristy, before it was moved to the right nave. When this information is taken into consideration with de Blaauw’s hypothesis that the St. John the Baptist chapel was originally located near Jacopo Colonna’s tomb, it is conceivable that this was the original location of the chapel. This location is near to, but not in the exact spot de Blaauw placed it in his plan of the basilica. (Figure 4).
Consequently, the St. John the Baptist chapel was moved to the right nave between sometime before 1550, when Vasari described it in The Lives as near the Sacristy, and 1566, when Panvinio located it in the right nave. During this time period, more specifically, between the 1562 and 1572, restorations were undertaken in the choir, the purpose of which was to re-organize the liturgical space. Pier Donato Cesi began this architectural project in the middle of 1562, and it was ‘inherited’ by Carlo Borromeo when he became archpriest of Santa Maria Maggiore in 1564, and continued after his resignation of the position in December of 1572.​[278]​
Although it is difficult to distinguish who was responsible for the various parts of the renovations, that problem is of little concern here. The aim of the renovation, according to John Alexander, was “to bring greater order to the interior, permit greater visibility of the altar, and create a spacious and appropriate setting for the liturgy.” A number of changes were made. The colonnade, which had acted as a type of choir screen and was located at the base of the stairs that led to the choir, was removed. The level of the pavement of the presbytery was raised; this new height was extended to where the nave and crossing met. The high altar was moved forward, and a new baldachin was made for it. A confessio was built between the two stairways that led to the choir. Additionally, altars that occupied “random positions” were removed. In 1572 the floor of the transepts were lowered; this resulted in the floors of the side aisles extending all the way to the rear doors. New doorways were made to accommodate this change. The renovations to the choir were nearly complete by 1572.​[279]​  
Although Alexander does not explicitly mention the destruction or movement of the St. John the Baptist Chapel, it is very likely that it occurred during this renovation campaign, considering its aims. De Angelis included a second plan of the basilica in his study; this second one records the appearance of the basilica after the 16th century renovations.​[280]​ In this plan, the approximate space which was once occupied by the St. John the Baptist Chapel is now occupied by the new monument to Nicholas IV,​[281]​ confirming the previous chapel’s movement sometime before the 16th century renovations were completed (Figure 14).  
In conclusion, it is highly probable that the date in which the St. John the Baptist Chapel was moved from its location in the choir was probably after the middle of 1562, when renovations began, and before 1566, when Panvinio recorded it at the front of the basilica. This will have an impact on our understanding of the Colonna’s presence as a whole in the basilica, which will be discussed below. Unfortunately, no further information about the decoration of the chapel in Jacopo Colonna’s time, and any connection to the relics, feasts and miracles of the basilica which could have been included, can be determined.
The Chapel dedicated to the Memory of Nicholas IV
The body of Nicholas IV was interred in at least three places in the basilica.​[282]​ Its placement in the chapel dedicated to his memory, which was constructed by Jacopo Colonna, and in existence by 1298 based on the above-cited document, was its second location. The creation of this space appears to have stemmed from a desire on the part of Jacopo Colonna to promote the cult of the defunct pontiff, with whom he had been so closely allied.
Upon his death in 1292, Nicholas IV was first interred in the Presepe Chapel, in the right (north-eastern) nave of Santa Maria Maggiore.​[283]​ By 1298, the chapel dedicated to his memory was erected in the left (southern) transept by Jacopo, though it is unknown precisely when his remains were transferred to this location. They were already in this location when Cardinal Pietro Colonna (d. 1326) was interred next to him.​[284]​  
The chapel was located in the southern (left) arm of the transept and was disturbed when the external doors were added to the apse by Cardinal d’Estouteville in 1474, leaving only the tomb slabs, apparently in situ. The tomb slab of Nicholas IV was located near the center of the southern arch of the transept and consisted of a porphyry slab and inscription: “HIC TUMULUS TUMULAT HUMILIEM; QUI FACIBUS  AUCTUS SIC MORIENS STATUIT OSSA MANERE SUA. HUNC FRANCISCUS ALIT CARDOUT SIT, ALMAQUE PETRI SEDES MAGNIFICANT GRATIA DEI BEAT. QUARTUS PAPA FUIT NICHOLAUS VIRGINIS AEDEM HANC LAPSAM REFECIT, FITQ. VETUSTA NOVA. PETRUS APOSTOLICUS N SOCIUM FRANCISCUS ALUMNUM PRETEGAT OMNIPOTENS MATRE ROGANTE BEET.”​[285]​  
Cardinal Pietro Colonna’s tomb slab was nearby, as he had requested to be buried next to the pontiff. In the renovations of 1931-2, fragments of his tomb slab were discovered; they have since disappeared.​[286]​ Saxer includes a reconstruction of his tomb slab epitaph, which reads: “DOM/ PETRA PETRUM TEGIC GAEC ANIMAQ. FOVET PETRA CHRISTUS/ SIC SALVUM REINET UTRAQ. PETRA PETRUM/ CARDINALIS FUIT PETRUS LICET NIC TUMULATUS/ TRANLATUS ROME DECESSIT AVIINI(NI)ONE/ ANNIS MILLENIS TERCENTUM BISQUE DECENIS/ SENIS T ADIUNCTIS CUM SUSPIRIS QUOQUE MULTIS/ ET LACHRIMIS OSSA SUNT HAC CONDITA FOSSA/ STIRPE COLUMNIGENCA FUIT HIC SIBI VITA SERENA/ LETITIIS PLENA CUM SANCTIS ET AMENA AMEN.”​[287]​  
The remains of the pontiff and Pietro Colonna were moved in 1573 with the floor was lowered.  A new monument for the pontiff was erected to the left of the high altar, as seen in de Angelis’ second plan (Figure 14).​[288]​ Pietro Colonna’s remains were at this point deposited with those of Jacopo Colonna in the choir.​[289]​ It was discovered at this point that the remains of the pontiff had been placed in an antique sarcophagus.​[290]​
Like the St. John the Baptist chapel, not much can be said about the decoration of this chapel, aside from the fact that Nicholas IV’s tomb slab was made of porphyry.  Although certain scholars have identified one Cinzio of the Salvati family as having executed the tomb of Nicholas IV,​[291]​ the document that establishes this information is a known forgery.​[292]​  
Regardless of its appearance, the establishment of this chapel and its dedication to the memory of Pope Nicholas IV signals an effort on the part of Jacopo Colonna to foster the cult of the defunct pontiff. However, aside from the creation of this chapel and the movement of his remains there, not much else is known of how Jacopo Colonna promoted, or intended to promote the cult of the pontiff. This may be due to the disgrace of the family, and it has been suggested that Pope Boniface VIII was against this “cult,”​[293]​ if it can be described as such. Regardless, the chapel was surely no longer in existence after the rear doors were added in 1474.
The problem of the four Colonna chapels	
	Published in 1621, Paulo de Angelis’ study of Santa Maria Maggiore, entitled Basilicae S. Mariae maioris de urbe a Liberio papa I usque ad Paulum V Pont. Max, descriptio et delineato, has become a starting point for subsequent scholars studying the basilica. Although not immune from errors,​[294]​ de Angelis had access to documents that are either no longer available or no longer identifiable today.​[295]​ Perhaps the most problematic, at least for the purposes of this study, is an unidentified source quoted by de Angelis, which he interprets as saying the Colonna family had four chapels that were located in the four corners of the basilica: “Nicolaus Quartus iacebat in terra prope porta minorema latere Tribuna: in hoc loco non erat porta, sed sacellum Dominorum Columnesium, sicut et in aliis tribus angulis basilica.”​[296]​ Virtually all scholars of the Colonna family in Santa Maria Maggiore have accepted this information,​[297]​ and it is generally accepted that these four chapels were located in the four cardinal points of the basilica.​[298]​
	The veracity of this statement deserves further scrutiny. De Angelis prefaces the quotation only with: “In quatuor basilicae angulis, quatuor Sacella visebantur a’ Colu(m)nensibus fabricata, ut in manuscripto apparet…”​[299]​ Hence, the author of the statement and the type of document from which it was taken are unknown to the modern reader. All that can be determined is that it was a manuscript. Nor is its place of conservation provided by de Angelis (along with other identifying characteristics), providing understandable problems for the modern scholar who wishes to consult it.​[300]​
The date of the document can be ascertained to some degree. To start, it must obviously be dated before de Angelis’ publication of 1621. Furthermore, the imperfect active tense of the phrase “Nicolaus Quartus iacebat…” indicates that his body was no longer in that location at the time of writing, assuming de Angelis did not alter the wording of the statement.​[301]​ As described above, Nicholas IV’s remains were removed from that location in 1573. Therefore, the author wrote this statement after 1573, and before 1621, when de Angelis published it.
Because the remains of Nicholas IV had already been moved, and the Colonna chapel which was once associated with this tomb had long before been removed, this statement cannot be referring to a situation that was currently present in the basilica, as there was no Colonna presence in the west corner. Attempting to determine which point in the history of the basilica this statement refers to is problematic.
The crux problem appears to hinge around the date of the movement of the St. John the Baptist chapel to the east corner, which occurred between 1562 and 1566. There is no evidence of another Colonna chapel in that location before its transfer. Therefore, between 1562/66 and 1573, both of the east and west corners did have Colonna chapels, the St. John the Baptist Chapel and the Chapel dedicated to the Memory of Nicholas IV, respectively.
Interestingly, the above-cited description of the basilica by Panvinio, dating to approximately 1566, does list three chapels that can be connected to the Colonna family. However, only two of the three are located in cardinal corners of the basilica: the St. John the Baptist Chapel and the Chapel dedicated to the Memory of Nicholas IV. The third chapel, which was not in a corner, was dedicated to Sts. Agnes and Helen, and was located in the right nave, somewhere between the St. John the Baptist chapel and the Presepe chapel.​[302]​ Davies assumed the family obtained the rights to this third chapel in exchange for one of the chapels they had lost when Cardinal d’Estouteville added the doors at the rear of the church in the north corner, which necessitated the removal of the chapel that had been there.​[303]​ However, the addition of the doors occurred in 1474; if Davies was correct, then the Colonna family would not have had a chapel in this, the northern corner, of the basilica, at the same time that the St. John the Baptist chapel occupied the east corner. One should remember that Davies’ assumption is based on his belief that this unidentifiable source, which said there were Colonna chapels in the corners of the church, was credible.
Furthermore, how are we to account for the fourth chapel? According to Marcello Vitelleschi, a canon of Santa Maria Maggiore under Paul V, Agapito Colonna built the chapel of the Annunciation circa 1328. It was founded by Orinzia Colonna, and was demolished because it impeded passage through the Porta Santa. The Porta Santa was in the front left (south) corner of the basilica; this could very well be the fourth chapel.  Incidentally, Vitelleschi additionally states that Agapito founded two chapels, which were dedicated to the Virgin.​[304]​ One of the two was presumably the Chapel of the Annunciation; could the second have been the chapel that was located in the north corner? Unfortunately, suggesting this in the absence of documents is purely conjectural.  
Returning to the chapel of the Annunciation, the same problem is encountered when the time period of the Colonna’s patronage is considered: the Colonna probably no longer held the rights to this chapel by the later 15th century. Adinolfi showed that in the 1479, the rights to the chapel were connected to Jacopo di Leonardo di Ascoli, as his testament referred to its foundation.​[305]​ As a result, Adinolfi dismissed Vitelleschi’s connection between this chapel and the Colonna as erroneous.​[306]​ However, Vitelleschi’s account need not be discarded; a plausible explanation for this discrepancy exists. The rights to the chapel could have passed from the Colonna to the new patron, as was common in Santa Maria Maggiore.​[307]​ Jacopo di Leonardo di Ascoli certainly would have had to rebuild the chapel after it was demolished, which could explain the terminology of his testament, though it is not clear where it was rebuilt.  
Vitelleschi tells us that the Colonna were assigned a new chapel after the demolition of the chapel of the Annunciation.​[308]​ The location of the new chapel is known, though its dedication is not. It was located in the left nave, near the chapel dedicated to Saint Catherine, which belonged to the Cesi family.​[309]​ The reassignment of the chapel reveals another instance in which the Colonna family held the rights to a chapel that was not located in one of the corners of the basilica.  
Certainly, the chapel dedicated to the memory of Nicholas IV, or at least the pontiff’s tomb, existed contemporaneously with the chapel of the Annunciation. If the second chapel founded by Agapito Colonna in the 14th century was in the north corner of the basilica, then three of the four corners did have Colonna family chapels in them at one point in time. But there is no evidence to confirm this; scholars have only supposed there was a chapel in the north corner based on the “four corners” description.
Regardless, it is clear that the Colonna family’s ownership of the Chapel of the Annunciation in the south corner could not have coincided with their ownership of the St. John the Baptist chapel while it was located in the east corner. Therefore, the situation of the Colonna family owning four chapels in the four cardinal corners of the basilica simultaneously is not satisfied at any point in history. Even if the unsubstantiated hypothesis that there was another Colonna chapel in the east corner before the St. John the Baptist chapel was placed there is accepted, it would indicate the presence of five Colonna chapels: one in each corner, and the St. John the Baptist chapel in the choir.
There are two possible explanations that can possibly resolve this quandary. The first is that “angulis” just refers to corners, not the cardinal corners of the basilica. When the de Angelis plan is consulted, the St. John the Baptist chapel could plausibly be considered to be in a corner. The fact that de Angelis quoted only a sentence of this source precludes the possibility of studying the other instances in which “angulis” was used by the unknown author, if other instances did indeed exist. Proceeding further with this explanation requires a knowledge of linguistics which the present author does not possess.  
However, considering the confusion presented by the documentary evidence, the terms used in the source should be reconsidered. If “angulis” did refer to any corner, the source would be attempting to recreate the interior of the church in the 14th century, a situation which was no longer present in the basilica, all of the chapels had been moved from their original locations by 1573.
The second explanation requires a small detour before it is possible to continue. An examination of the plan that de Angelis included in his plan of the “old” basilica could possibly solve the problems encountered with the issue of the four Colonna chapels occupying four corners of the basilica. De Angelis’ plan, which we can assume is contemporaneous with his publication, presents a number of problems when attempting to determine exactly which point in the history of the basilica it attempts to replicate. De Angelis includes elements from various points in history, placing them together in the single plan, when they never actually existed simultaneously. Citing just two examples will suffice. First, the rear doors are not included in the plan; therefore the basic layout of the basilica must date from before 1474. In the front right (east) corner of the basilica, the Santa Maria ad Nives Chapel is identified where we know the St. John the Baptist Chapel stood from 1562-6 to around 1612; this element must therefore date to after 1612.​[310]​ As is clear, the de Angelis plan is a conflation of various “moments” in the history of the basilica. It attempts to show how the basilica appeared before the d’Estouteville renovations, but still included elements that were contemporaneous with the author, in addition to elements from in between (Figure 19).  
Is it possible that a plan similar in conception to this one, though earlier in date, informed the unidentified author’s impression of the basilica, causing him to describe the four Colonna chapels in four corners? Obviously, we can never know with any degree of certainty what this anonymous author used as his source(s). But let us entertain the idea for a moment that this quotation refers to a plan of the basilica that was constructed in a similar manner to de Angelis’. The date of the plan would still have to be after 1562-6; the St. John the Baptist chapel was the last of the four placed in a corner, therefore the plan must have been made after this date. The chapel dedicated to the Memory of Nicholas IV, of the Annunciation, and the third chapel with the unknown dedication, were added in the remaining three corners. When we consider a plan of this type, that is, a conflation of different moments in the history of the basilica, we are no longer troubled by the conflicting dates of these chapels; they never existed simultaneously, rather, they show a history of the Colonna’s presence in the basilica (among other families). The fact that de Angelis’ source is so close in date to de Angelis lends support to this theory.
This interpretation is problematic however, in that it does not take into consideration the chapels that were in the minor naves: the chapel of Sts. Agnes and Helen and the chapel that replaced the chapel of the Annunciation. This omission can possibly be explained with the idea that the author wished to recreate the appearance of the church in the 14th century, and included the St. John the Baptist Chapel in its present location in the east corner, assuming that was where it always located. This would indicate the source was written before the removal of the St. John the Baptist Chapel in around 1612.
Regardless of which hypothesis we chose to believe in regards to the interpretation of the unidentified source, several conclusions can be reached about the Colonna family’s chapels in Santa Maria Maggiore.  1) The source cited by de Angelis definitely dates between 1573 and 1621, and possibly before 1612. The description is not of a contemporary situation, but rather an amalgamation of various moments in the history of the basilica. 2) It is possible that “angulis” refers to corners in general, not the cardinal corners of the basilica, and this misinterpretation could explain the confusion. In this case, the description is likely referring to a situation present in the 14th century, after Agapito Colonna founded two chapels in addition to the two that were founded by Jacopo Colonna. 3) Only two chapels of the Colonna family are known in Jacopo Colonna’s lifetime. The remaining two were founded by Agapito after the first quarter of the 14th century. 4) The Colonna probably never owned precisely four chapels that existed in the four cardinal corners of the basilica simultaneously, and certainly not at the time de Angelis’ source was written. 5) Throughout the centuries, the chapels of the Colonna family changed. More than four existed, and they were not confined to the cardinal corners of the basilica. Nor were they all in existence simultaneously. 6) The tradition of the “four chapels in four corners” was in existence by the end of the 16th century (1573) and may have intended to describe the church in the 14th century.  
The Easter Candelabra and Choir Floor 
	In the Fondo Bianchini of the Biblioteca Vallicelliana, an unidentifiable source is cited which names two donations made by Jacopo Colonna to Santa Maria Maggiore after his restoration to power in 1305: a candelabra for the Easter wax, and the pavement of the choir. “Columna marmorea sita in choro pro cereo paschali nigri lapidus anti qui venati fuit facta a card. Jacobo Columna post annum 1305…simul cum pavimento chori, seu tribunae superioris non sive mistero.”​[311]​ The two donations were apparently connected, and resulted from Jacopo Colonna’s election as Archpriest of the basilica by Clement V in 1305.​[312]​ The choir pavement was likely a Cosmatesque design, popular in Roman churches at the time. The pavement in this area of the church has gone through a number of alterations through the centuries, making the identification of Jacopo Colonna’s donation difficult.​[313]​    
The candelabra is described as in the shape of a column, an obvious reference to the family name, and of black veined stone. It is possible that this candelabra survives in the basilica today, as one fitting this description is still placed near the entrance to the confessio of the basilica (Figure 36). If this candelabra is accepted as the one named in the document, and if the date of 1305 is correct, an important point is established:  regardless of the date of the lower register of the façade mosaics, Jacopo Colonna’s donations to and renovations of Santa Maria Maggiore continued into the 14th century. Granted, these donations were not on the same scale as his donations of the 13th century. This was probably because he had already undertaken the major renovations of the basilica, so there was less opportunity for patronage on a large scale. Regardless of the types of donations, his patronage at the basilica continued after his restoration to grace in 1305.	
The Madonna Avvocata’s Miraculous Intervention	
	There is evidence of Colonna activity in Santa Maria Maggiore that apparently occurred even later in the 14th century, after both Colonna Cardinals had departed for Avignon. Both de Angelis and Severano, whose accounts were published in 1621 and 1630, respectively, recount the miracle in which an image of the Virgin Mary from the basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore intervened, saving the life of Pietro Colonna.​[314]​ The account is as follows: the Virgin, specifically the Virgin of this icon, appeared to Pietro Colonna while he was on board a ship, headed for Avignon. The ship encountered stormy weather, and the Virgin appeared and calmed the turbulent waters, saving all onboard. According to both sources, this miracle was depicted on a column in front of the Chapel of St. Leo, which was near the Porta Regina, above which was the miraculous image of the Virgin.
	Scholars have identified this miraculous image of the Virgin with other image of the Madonna, today known as the Salus Populi Romani.​[315]​ Thanks to the work of Eunice Howe, cited above, the image that intervened in this instance can be identified as the Madonna Avvocata icon (Figure 20), as this was the icon that was above the Porta Regina, not the Salus Populi Romani.​[316]​ Although Howe states that Pietro Colonna commissioned this image in the 13th century, it must have been later, as it was in the 14th century that he resided in Avignon.​[317]​
	Establishing the date of this image of the shipwreck is difficult, as there are no known documents relating to its commission. If intended as an ex-voto, which seems likely, it can be assumed that Pietro Colonna was the likely patron, and it was executed shortly after the miracle, sometime in the early 14th century (after his transfer to Avignon, the date of which is unknown, and before his death in 1326). Regardless of the date and if Pietro himself was responsible for the commission, it established a connection between the family and the miraculous image, and concomitantly, with the basilica, during the period in which not only the two Cardinals, but the Papacy and Curia, were away from Rome, in Avignon. Perhaps more importantly, it demonstrated that Pietro Colonna was saved by this image, which had also intervened for no less a deserving figure than Leo I. These connections underscored both Cardinal Pietro’s sanctity and that of the family.​[318]​
Conclusions
The presence of the Colonna Cardinals in Santa Maria Maggiore was impressive. Not only were they jointly responsible (with Nicholas IV) for the addition of the transept and a new apse, they were also behind the decoration of this new part of the church: the interior and exterior apse mosaics and the transept frescoes. In addition, they were responsible for the counter-facade frescoes and the façade mosaics. Nearly the entire decoration of the interior and exterior of the basilica was a result of their patronage. The two notable exceptions to this are the nave mosaics, whose venerable age precluded replacement, and the Presepe Chapel. 
Beyond their donations as co-patrons with Nicholas IV, their presence was further established through Cardinal Jacopo’s foundation of two chapels, both of which were prominently located. The chapel dedicated to the Memory of Nicholas IV was in the southern (left) transept. The St. John the Baptist Chapel was also very close to the high altar; just to the left of it and in the raised area of the Tribune. This chapel, in addition to providing Cardinal Jacopo’s liturgical masses after his death, was also a Capitular altar.
The Colonna Cardinals were also able to associate themselves with two of the most venerable relics of the basilica, the cunabulum and the Madonna Avvocata through the donation of a reliquary and an ex-voto image, respectively. They were further able to associate themselves with other relics and miracles of the basilica through their extensive decorative programs. The decorative programs referenced the relics, miracles and feasts associated with the Cardinals and the basilica, both explicitly and implicitly connecting themselves to them, and promoted this connection to visitors of the basilica. 
The decorative programs also promoted the uniqueness of Santa Maria Maggiore in relation to other churches of Rome. The apse mosaic, the façade mosaic, and the exterior apse mosaic correspond to the three main feasts of the year for the basilica: the Feast of the Assumption of the Virgin, the Miracle of the Snow, and Christmas, respectively.​[319]​ Main elements of the decorative program therefore distinguish Santa Maria Maggiore from other churches based on the feasts and relics that were celebrated there. This is not unusual, though it has added significance when one considers that Santa Maria Maggiore was a patriarchal basilica, and in competition with the others of this status, namely San Paolo fuori le mura, San Pietro in Vaticano and San Giovanni in Laterano.​[320]​ The Colonna Cardinals’ patronage at Santa Maria Maggiore served to raise the status of this basilica in relation to the others. 
Paul Hetherington has described how closely the economic and political conditions in Rome were connected to patronage on this scale. The ability of the Colonna Cardinals to serve as patrons of such an undertaking is largely regarded as a result of a decree issued by Nicholas IV in 1289, “Celestis altitudo potentie,” which entitled the College of Cardinals to half of the papal revenues from Sicily, England, the Marches, Romagna, Campagna and Marittima, Benevento, and “... aliisque quibuslibet regnis”.​[321]​ The decree itself coincided with growing “dynastic tendencies” in Rome, and the availability of these funds to the Cardinals allowed them to become patrons on a much larger scale than had been previously possible.​[322]​  
And although the papacy was still by far the wealthiest potential patron, it was also confronted with the need for large amounts of money for political and militaristic purposes, which detracted from the amount that could be applied towards artistic patronage. With the “Celestis altitudo potentie” decree, the Pope had even less funds available for himself and his endeavors as an artistic patron, though it certainly increased the patronage possibilities for Cardinals.​[323]​  
Because of these additional expenses that detracted from the available funds for artistic patronage, it was difficult for any one patron to fund large scale public buildings. Therefore, there were comparatively few new building campaigns realized in the late 13th century. As a result, the majority of artistic patronage undertaken during these decades was focused on the decoration of already existing buildings.​[324]​ 
Hetherington compiled a list of the “principal monumental works of the period,” and from this list it is clear that before the 1280’s, major artistic undertakings were almost exclusively the result of papal patronage. After this time, the papal income was more distributed among the Cardinals and, therefore, Rome’s leading families. The papacy was responsible for less, both in terms of the quantity and the breadth of their commissions. At the same time, the patronage of the wealthier ecclesiasts increased.​[325]​  
The Colonna Cardinals seem to be the first to have been able to act on this new-found wealth, likely due to their close ties to Nicholas IV. Hetherington’s study enables us to place the patronage of the Colonna Cardinals into the context of Roman patronage at the time. Not only were they the first Cardinals to become patrons on the level which was previously only possibly by the papacy, their acts of patronage themselves were remarkable in comparison to other commissions executed at the time. Their patronage involved a major rebuilding of the apse end of Santa Maria Maggiore, in addition to the same addition at San Giovanni in Laterano; these were noticeable commissions for a time period in which not much large scale building was undertaken.
The last patron to act on a comparable scale was Nicholas III Orsini. Nicholas III sponsored a number of renovations at San Pietro in Vaticano, San Giovanni in Laterano, and San Paolo fuori le mura.​[326]​ At San Pietro in Vaticano, he can certainly be connected to a mosaic series of papal portraits in the nave. And it is likely he was behind the commission of scenes from the Lives of Sts. Peter and Paul, and figures of these saints and the Evangelists, which were painted in the portico. At San Giovanni in Laterano, Nicholas III sponsored the remodeling of the Sancta Sanctorum and another series of papal portraits which lined the nave of the basilica. Finally, at San Paolo fuori le mura, Nicholas III was jointly responsible for the repainting, by Pietro Cavallini, of an early Christian fresco cycle, and another series of papal portraits lining the nave of the basilica.
It is strange that Nicholas III sponsored no major undertakings at Santa Maria Maggiore, as he was active at three other patriarchal basilicas. Furthermore, during the time of his papacy there were no strong Colonna connections yet established with that basilica. There are several possible explanations for this, which are not necessarily mutually exclusive. The Colonna could have already established connections to the basilica in some way that has not yet been discovered by scholars. Or, more likely, Santa Maria Maggiore was viewed as Savelli territory; for instance, Honorius III Savelli was buried there.​[327]​ Nicholas III could have been acting on already existing connections between his family and these three sites, or he found renovations at these three sites more pressing than at Santa Maria Maggiore. A final consideration is perhaps Santa Maria Maggiore was not as important as the other three basilicas he renovated, or he did not consider it to be so.
  The Colonna’s patronage at Santa Maria Maggiore can therefore be viewed not only as a reaction to Nicholas III’s exceptional patronage, attempting to raise the visual prominence of their family in the city in a manner comparable to that of the Orsini, but also an attempt to establish a strong connection between Santa Maria Maggiore and their family, as had been established with the Orsini and San Pietro in Vaticano. In fact, it was these acts of patronage that established Santa Maria Maggiore as a “Colonna” church, even though the renovations and redecorations of Santa Maria Maggiore are primarily considered to be a papal commission of Nicholas IV. Their patronage also attempted to raise the status of Santa Maria Maggiore, creating a visual program that placed this patriarchal basilica on par, in terms of decoration, with the others.
The only other non-papal patron who was able to act on a scale comparable to that of the Colonna Cardinals in the late 13th century was Cardinal Jacopo Stefaneschi. In San Pietro in Vaticano, Cardinal Stefaneschi commissioned Giotto to renovate the Navicella mosaic. He also had a series of five scenes from the Life of Christ painted in the apse of the basilica, also executed by Giotto, and commissioned the altarpiece for the high altar from the same artist, today known as the Stefaneschi Altarpiece and held in the Vatican Pinacoteca. In his titular church of San Giorgio in Velabro, he very likely commissioned the apse fresco, which was executed by Pietro Cavallini.  
Although the dates of his commissions at San Pietro in Vaticano are highly debated, raging from the last years of the 1200’s to well into the 14th century, circa 1320, the issue is of little importance here.​[328]​ Even if Gardner’s convincing hypothesis for an early date for the commissions is accepted,​[329]​ Cardinal Jacopo Stefaneschi’s patronage does not precede that of the Colonna Cardinals. Therefore, the case of the Colonna Cardinals was the first instance in which Cardinals served as artistic patrons on a large scale, setting a precedent that would be followed by Cardinal Stefaneschi.  
In the first decade of the 14th century the papacy relocated to France. This became a permanent move, lasting until 1377, when the papacy finally returned to Rome. This period is looked upon as a dark one in the history of Rome.  Although patronage did continue in Rome at this time, it was not near the scale seen at the end of the previous century. Only in the 15th century, after the turmoil of the Great Schism, was Rome once again firmly established as the residence of the papacy, and a center for artistic patronage.​[330]​ The patronage of the Colonna Cardinals was therefore one of the final instances of artistic patronage on a grand scale in the Middle Ages in Rome.
It is at this point that we are better able to attempt to answer why the Colonna Cardinals seemed to prefer Santa Maria Maggiore to the other churches at which they also served as patrons. It is clear that a number of reasons influenced this preference, including: the extraordinary role as patrons they were able to assume, their connections to the holy objects of the basilica, and the apparent parallel their renovations established with the legend of the basilica’s foundation.​[331]​ Additionally, the preference for Santa Maria Maggiore follows the tradition of Rome’s powerful families establishing themselves in the patriarchal basilicas through their associations with the reigning pontiff. And although the Colonna were also patrons at the Lateran, it also being characterized as a “Colonna” church in the late 13th and 14th centuries, the Lateran would always be the cathedral of Rome, and be subject to whichever pope came to the throne, and his various affiliations. Santa Maria Maggiore provided the Colonna with the opportunity for extraordinary patronage in a location that could conceivably always be identified with their family.
The Colonna, Competition between Rome’s Patriarchal Basilicas, and the Jubilee of 1300
	The leading families in Rome, competing with one another for power in the city, established themselves in the various churches of Rome as a way to not only express their wealth and benevolence, but also to assert their power. The patronage of the Colonna Cardinals at Santa Maria Maggiore largely follows this precedent, establishing Santa Maria Maggiore as a “Colonna” church, in competition with the other patriarchal basilicas of the city, San Pietro in Vaticano, San Giovanni in Laterano, and San Paolo fuori le mura. This competition is traditionally seen as manifesting itself in competition between the Lateran, the cathedral of Rome, and the Vatican, the martyrium of St. Peter, the first pope. However, the renovations to Santa Maria Maggiore at the end of the 1200’s suggest that the Colonna were attempting to raise its status in relation to the others. Their patronage at San Giovanni in Lateran in addition to Santa Maria Maggiore may suggest that they were promoting both basilicas in competition with San Pietro in Vaticano, whose popularity had steadily increased through the century.
	The competition between the Lateran and the Vatican was long-standing, going back to the early Middle Ages. Throughout the centuries, the Vatican gained popularity in relation to the Lateran as an alternate seat for the papacy. This was the result of various reasons, including the out-of-the-way location of the Lateran, the popularity of the site of St. Peter’s tomb, and Roman politics. ​[332]​ A pivotal character in this competition was Innocent III, whose promotion of San Pietro in Vaticano eventually resulted in its popularity surpassing that of San Giovanni in Laterano.
Although the Vatican had been inhabited by popes previously as a refuge from the Lateran, Innocent III established himself there intending for this location to be his permanent seat, hoping to raise the status of the Vatican to the level of that held by the Lateran. His intention was not to lessen the importance of the Lateran; rather, he envisioned the Lateran and the Vatican as ‘co-equal’ seats of the papacy.​[333]​ Attempting to express this visually, he commissioned the new apse mosaic of San Pietro, which included an inscription that referred to this basilica as “mater ecclesiarum,” the traditional title of the Lateran. The Lateran canons never forgave this theft of their basilica’s traditional and exclusive title, according to Krautheimer.​[334]​
Innocent III also instituted an important procession, which further shaped the relationship between the Lateran and the Vatican. In 1208 he instituted the procession of the relic of the Sudarium, whose popularity grew as the century progressed. The Sudarium was an icon of the face of Christ.​[335]​ Held at the Vatican, likely in the Oratory of John VII, known as Santa Maria ad Presepe,​[336]​ the relic was encased in a reliquary of gold, silver, and precious stones, donated by Innocent III.​[337]​ Beginning in 1208, on the first Sunday after the octave of the Epiphany, the Sudarium was paraded from the Vatican to the hospital of Santo Spirito, which was located in the old church on Santa Maria in Sassia. Innocent III had founded this hospital, and it was considered his “most important charitable foundation.” At Santo Spirito, the relic was shown to the people, who were given alms. The pope held mass at the high altar, and indulgences were granted to those present.​[338]​  
Scholars have acknowledged that a primary purpose of this procession was to ensure the success of Santo Spirito.​[339]​ However, an ordinal and sermon of Innocent III reveals another possible motive. In these, Innocent III states that “the effigy of Christ was to be carried to the hospital where his mother was venerated.”​[340]​ This obviously refers to the previous dedication of the hospital Santo Spirito, the church of Santa Maria in Sassia. This in effect was a meeting of Mother and Son, very similar to the meeting which occurred during the Feast of the Assumption of the Virgin. This similarity suggests competition between the Lateran and the Vatican for popularity of their respective relics. The popularity of relics was important, as it resulted in increased income for the basilica in the form of donations from pious visitors.
At the time of Innocent III’s pontificate, San Pietro’s main attraction for pilgrims was various papal monuments and bodies, the relics of saints, and its liturgy. Its liturgy would be developed in the 12th century, increasing its popularity. However, in the early 12th century the Vatican’s relics could not compete with those of the Lateran. The Lateran possessed a notable collection of relics, including the Acheropita, the rods of Aaron and Moses, blood from Christ and his childhood clothing, and the Scala Sancta.​[341]​
Yet the Sudarium proved much more accessible to the faithful than the Acheropita. As Brenda Bolton has pointed out, the Acheropita was kept above the altar of the Sancta Sanctorum. Therefore it was typically only visible to the pope and his select audience present when mass was held there.​[342]​ While it was carried through the city on the Feast of the Assumption, its interaction with the public was limited. The Sudarium, on the other hand, was conserved in a conceivably more accessible location, and it was eventually displayed to an audience of the faithful much more frequently.​[343]​
Considering Innocent III’s motivations in the promotion of the Vatican, he probably did not intend this as competition in the same sense as it would assume later in the century. Innocent III wanted the Vatican to have the same status as the Lateran; he did not intend for the popularity of the Vatican to surpass that of the Lateran. Underscoring his apparent impartiality is his donation of the reliquary for the Acheropita, mentioned above. Innocent III probably replicated the meeting of Mother and Son in his procession because of its popularity in the Feast of the Assumption, hoping that it would transfer to and ensure the success of his procession, which would help to ensure the success of the hospital of Santo Spirito.  
Furthermore, by establishing a procession that obviously mimicked that of the Feast of the Assumption, he created more common ground between the Lateran and the Vatican, which was necessary for them to be ‘co-equal’ papal seats as he desired. In medieval literature, the icon of Christ was considered to be the most important of all of the holy images in Rome.​[344]​ The promotion of the Sudarium not only took advantage of this popularity, it also resulted in the city of Rome’s possession of the two most renowned divinely created images of Christ, underscoring the city’s predominance as a religious center.​[345]​
The procession of the Sudarium became increasingly popular, and by the second half of the 13th century, it had become the principal relic of San Pietro, more so than the body of the saint himself.​[346]​ Its popularity was so great that Maccarrone credits the relic with contributing to the influx of pilgrims to Rome in the second half of the 13th century.​[347]​ Due to the growing popularity of the Sudarium, pilgrims were attracted increasingly to San Pietro. But this was not solely a result of the popularity of the Sudarium; pilgrimages were drawn to San Pietro also because of its cult and the indulgences that were offered to the faithful,​[348]​ the latter of which Maccarrone claims attracted pilgrims more so than the relics themselves did.​[349]​  
Santa Maria Maggiore is indirectly implicated in this competition. The Procession of the Sudarium originally mimicked, and then competed with the Procession of the Feast of the Assumption, which Santa Maria Maggiore had a major role in. Furthermore, the connections between Santa Maria Maggiore and San Giovanni in Laterano, which included shared liturgical functions and common patrons in the Colonna, strengthened this connection. The Colonna promoted Santa Maria Maggiore in relation to this competition, hoping to raise the status of Santa Maria Maggiore by promoting its relics and feasts, which were depicted in their decorative programs. Their patronage at San Giovanni in Laterano, though not as extensive as that at Santa Maria Maggiore, can also be viewed as serving the same purpose.
This raises the important question of why the Colonna promoted Santa Maria Maggiore more than San Giovanni in Laterano. This is probably due to the fact that there were more opportunities for large scale patronage at Santa Maria Maggiore. Although Santa Maria Maggiore cannot be placed on the same level as either San Giovanni or San Pietro, its position as a patriarchal basilica, and the connections it shared with the Lateran, mentioned above, involved Santa Maria Maggiore in this competition.
While this may not seem as apparent today, Santa Maria Maggiore’s connection to the Lateran, or at least the two basilicas shared connections to the Colonna, probably influenced the indulgences that were granted in the first Jubilee of 1300. It was for this event that indulgences were granted to those who visited the basilicas of San Pietro in Vaticano and San Paolo fuori le mura. San Giovanni in Laterano was initially excluded,​[350]​ and Santa Maria Maggiore was never incorporated into this major religious celebration in Rome in the year 1300, despite its rank as a patriarchal basilica.
The reasons for this exclusion were numerous. Giulia Barone has suggested that this was a reflection of the existing hierarchal rank of Santa Maria Maggiore.​[351]​ Other scholars, such as Maccarrone, have viewed it as the culmination of the competition between the Lateran and the Vatican; after the Jubilee of 1300, San Pietro in Vaticano and San Paolo fuori le mura achieved a status never before held by either basilica, and never topped by San Giovanni in Laterano, the actual cathedral of Rome.​[352]​  
It is likely that the relationship between Boniface VIII and the Colonna, and the competition of families in the patriarchal basilicas of the city, were also factors in this decision. It has been acknowledged that the Jubilee indulgence was initially intended for just San Pietro in Vaticano, and then primarily for economic reasons, San Paolo fuori le mura was included as well.​[353]​ Large sums of money were collected at both basilicas in 1300: 30,000 gold florins were collected at San Pietro in Vaticano and 21,000 gold florins were collected at San Paolo fuori le mura. These were only the donations left by pious visitors at these two particular basilicas, the city itself also profited from the influx of pilgrims.​[354]​  
Boniface VIII’s exclusion of Santa Maria Maggiore, and initially San Giovanni in Laterano as well, served to elevate the status of San Pietro in Vaticano and San Paolo fuori le mura. In doing so, it lessened the importance of Santa Maria Maggiore and San Giovanni in Laterano in relation to the former two, at least in the eyes of pilgrims wishing to obtain indulgences. But the reason for the exclusion of San Giovanni in Laterano and Santa Maria Maggiore deserves further attention. While Boniface VIII certainly intended to promote San Pietro in Vaticano as superior to San Giovanni in Laterano, and his exclusion of this basilica in his Jubilee bull would certainly bolster this desire, his relationship with the Colonna cannot be disregarded, as he did declare a formal Crusade against the family on 14 December 1927.​[355]​
It was at San Giovanni in Laterano and Santa Maria Maggiore that the Colonna were strongly associated, as has been demonstrated. In excluding these two basilicas from his Jubilee bull, Boniface VIII may have also been reacting to the identification of these two basilicas as “Colonna” territory, excluding them in part to lessen the importance of a rival family’s church, and therefore lessen their stature in the city.
This hypothesis requires much further research, which unfortunately cannot be undertaken in this context. The Colonna were no longer in power in the city during the Jubilee of 1300, and the loss of their Cardinal titles would have ensured that they did not profit from the donations which would have been left at Santa Maria Maggiore had it been included. This is not to suggest that because Santa Maria Maggiore was not included in the Jubilee bull that it did not receive visitors; it is difficult to believe that a pilgrim would not also visit at least the cathedral of Rome, in addition to another patriarchal basilica while completing their pilgrimage. Much further research is required into this issue. Determining the relationship between the indulgences offered, the amount of visitors received, and the amount of donations left at various churches during the Jubilee is necessary to understand the influence of the Jubilee indulgence, if it is possible to obtain. Also, establishing how closely San Giovanni in Laterano and Santa Maria Maggiore were associated with the Colonna family during the period of their disgrace is vital to confirming how much this contributed to their exclusion from the Jubilee indulgence. The history of indulgences in relation to papal patronage and the various alliances of these popes must be understood in order to resolve to what degree Boniface VIII’s Jubilee indulgence follows precedent, and how much of it was determined by his own priorities and prejudices. Additionally, research into the liturgical role Santa Maria Maggiore held in the Jubilee festivities will reveal much about its status in relation to the other patriarchal basilicas, and its appeal to pilgrims; these two aspects of the basilica- its importance in the Roman liturgical calendar and its importance as a pilgrimage site- were promoted by the Colonna in the decorative programs they commissioned there.
Research is necessary in all of these areas before this hypothesis can be confirmed. In any case, it does seem likely that the Colonna connection to both the Lateran and Santa Maria Maggiore persisted after their disgrace. The extent to which this connection influenced Boniface VIII’s Jubilee bull, and how this affected the role of the basilica in the Jubilee of 1300, remains to be seen.
Conclusion
	The Colonna Cardinals’ extraordinary role at Santa Maria Maggiore has been of great interest to scholars over the centuries. By focusing on their artistic patronage in relation to the relics, miracles, and feasts of Santa Maria Maggiore, a different type of analysis has emerged. The Colonna Cardinals’ patronage is understood in terms of the various functions of the commissions: religious, political, economic, and social. The surviving elements of the many decorative programs which the Colonna Cardinals were at least partly responsible for demonstrate that the decorative programs did not solely promote the relics, miracles, and feasts of the basilica, but also promoted the Colonna Cardinals as integral to the history of the basilica. Their extensive patronage established Santa Maria Maggiore as “Colonna” territory, promoting and elevating the status of both the family and the basilica in relation to other notable families and the other patriarchal basilicas of the city. 
	It is clear that the relics, miracles, and feasts of Santa Maria Maggiore were a key influence on the Colonna Cardinals’ patronage. Nearly all of their artistic commissions were related to at least one relic, feast, or miracle of the basilica. This served to glorify both the patrons and the holy object or occurrence itself. The importance of relics, miracles, and feasts for the city of Rome is obvious. However, the extent to which the Colonna Cardinals were able to employ them for their own propagandistic purposes was extraordinary because of the unprecedented role they assumed as sole Cardinal patrons of the extensive renovations to Santa Maria Maggiore after the death of Pope Nicholas IV.
	Although the artistic patronage of the Colonna Cardinals was by no means typical for its time, it set a precedent for later patrons. Additionally, the extraordinary nature of their patronage creates a point of reference for other acts of patronage undertaken around this time. The findings of this study are therefore significant for understanding the artistic, political, economic, social, and religious climates of Rome at the end of the 13th and beginning of the 14th centuries. 
The findings of this study also serve as a springboard for a number of other avenues of possible research. These topics include: the relationship between a relic and depictions of it in decorative programs, how Roman patronage changed with the absence of the Papacy in the 14th century, and how the competition between the patriarchal basilicas of the city and the leading families of Rome manifested itself in the celebrations of the Jubilee of 1300.
Still, a number of questions must remain unanswered due to a lack of documentary evidence. These include, but are certainly not limited to: the date in which the façade mosaics were completed (in addition to the artist responsible for the lower zone), the location and dedication of Agapito Colonna’s second chapel, how the Colonna Cardinals would have visually expressed their patronage of the transept and counter-façade frescoes, and how the exterior apse mosaic was to be interpreted beyond referring to the miraculous vision of Margherita Colonna seen by Cardinal Jacopo.
Regardless, a number of misconceptions regarding the presence of the Colonna in Santa Maria Maggiore have been clarified by a close attention to documentary sources, such as the issue of the “four Colonna chapels” and the location of the St. John the Baptist Chapel. Moreover, their patronage has been considered as a whole, providing a more complete and accurate understanding of their presence in the basilica.
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11- Altare della icona della Vergine
12- Altare di S. Hieronimi
13- Oratorium Praesepii
14- Altare del coro


































































































































































































































Figure 21. Tomb of John the Patrician in the nave of the basilica.
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